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Americans disillusioned with a divided govern- 
ment and an ineffectual political process need 
look no further for the source of these problems 
than the decline of the political parties, says A. 
James Reichley. As he reminds us in this first 
major history of the parties to appear in over 
thirty years, parties have traditionally provided 
an indispensable foundation for American democ- 
racy, both by giving ordinary citizens a means of 
communicating directly with elected officials and 
by serving as instruments through which political 
leaders have mobilized support for government 
policies. But the destruction of patronage at the 
state and local levels, the new system of nominat- 
ing presidential candidates since 1968, and the 
increased clout of single-issue interest groups 
have severed the vital connection between politi- 
cal accountability and governmental effective- 
ness. Contending that a restored party system 
remains the best hope for revitalizing our democ- 
racy, Reichley uncovers the historic sources of 
this system, the pitfalls the parties encountered 
during earlier efforts at reform, and how they 
arrived at their current weakened state. 


Reichley recalls that the Founders took a dim 
view of parties and tried to prevent their 
emergence. But by the end of George Wash- 
ington’s first term as President, two parties, one 
led by Alexander Hamilton and the other by 
Thomas Jefferson, were competing for direction 
of national policy. The two-party system, com- 
plete with national conventions, party platforms, 
and armies of campaign workers, developed 
more fully during the era of Andrew Jackson. The 
Civil War Republicans, led by Abraham Lincoln, 
were the first to achieve true party government, 
and Franklin Roosevelt produced a second golden 
age of party government in the 1930s. 


Reichley asserts that Louis Hartz was only half 
right in arguing that the parties are philosophi- 
cally indistinguishable. Rather, Reichley argues 
that the republican and liberal traditions, on 
which the two parties were roughly based, have 
differed consistently on the competing ideological 
priorities of the social and economic order. This 
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Introduction: The Party 
Problem 


THE CENTRAL PROBLEM of democracy is to combine effective admin- 
istration of government with accountability to the public and con- 
stitutional protection of personal liberties. If government cannot 
efficiently perform its primary domestic and international duties, 
admirably set forth in the Preamble to the United States Constitution, 
the nation will suffer and probably eventually perish. But if the 
political system provides no means for citizens to determine the 
course of government, or for safeguarding the rights of individuals 
and minority groups, there is of course no true democracy. 
__~ The American political system, broadly understood, maintains a 
number of institutional means for combining governmental effec- 
tiveness with accountability and protection of rights, including the 
courts, the election process, and the balance between the executive 
Land legislative branches within the federal government. One of the 
most valuable of these means, perhaps essential, has been the insti- 
tution of the political party. 

Parties have provided voters with instruments for choosing be- 
tween alternative policy directions in the conduct of government and 
have enabled minority interests to participate in coalitions that taken 
together form majorities. On the side of effectiveness, they have 
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given political leaders bases on which to build support among both 
the general public and elected officeholders, and have supplied chan- 
nels for two-way communication between leaders and the electorate. 
Parties have helped maintain continuity in government policies over 
time and have brokered compromises among social groups pursuing 
different goals within a common party coalition. At their most ef- 
fective, they have mobilized voter participation in politics and elec- 
tions, stimulated the interest of citizens in public issues, and acted as 
watchdogs against authoritarian tendencies in government. 

To some extent in recent years some of these roles have been taken 
over by other institutions, such as interest groups and the mass com- 
munications media. But these alternative institutions do not perform 
some major civic functions as well as parties. The steep fall-off in 
national voter turnout since 1960 can plausibly be related to the 
weakening of grassroots party organizations and the decline in public 
support for parties that were taking place at the same time. And the 
federal government’s trouble in recent years in developing a coherent 
national budget policy in part reflects the growing power of interest 
groups at the expense of parties. 

Since the American Political Science Association in 1950 issued a 
manifesto-like report calling for a “more responsible two-party sys- 
tem,” by which was meant more programmatic parties like those in 
Europe, American political scientists have argued over whether the 
United States would be better served by more centralized and pro- 
grammiatic parties, or whether so large and diverse a nation is best 
governed through a system of relatively decentralized and pragmatic 
parties of the kind that until recently characterized American politics. 
Both sides of this debate, however, have agreed on the need for 
effective parties. James Sundquist, from the programmatic party side, 
writes that parties are “‘crucially necessary to formulate governmental 
programs, to enact and execute those programs, and to account for 
them to the electorate afterward.” Larry Sabato, who favors more 
pragmatic parties, regards them as “‘vital, umbrellalike, consensus- 
forming institutions that help counteract the powerful centrifugal 
forces in a country teeming with hundreds of racial, economic, re- 
ligious, and political groups.” Leon Epstein observed in 1986: “Those 
who admired the old confederations of state and local leaders look 
to their revival, and the advocates of responsible party government 
now seek to fill a gap rather than to replace substantial working 
organizations.””! 

Parties have brought with them some liabilities. They develop 


Introduction: The Party Problem 3 


institutional interests of their own that sometimes undermine both 
governmental efficiency and democratic values. Party machines have 
often fostered political corruption. When contending groups are ar- 
rayed in opposing parties, party competition sometimes makes social 
conflict more heated. During periods of divided party control of the 
executive and legislative branches of the federal government, as has 
existed during 26 of the 38 years between 1954 and 1992, party rivalry 
intensifies the natural tendency of the two branches to pull against 
each other, making action on serious governmental problems more 
difficult. 

On the whole, however, politicians, political scientists, political 
journalists, and the general public have usually agreed that parties 
have helped American democracy balance governmental efficiency 
with accountability and freedom. E. E. Schattschneider, the Amer- 
ican political scientist who probably did most to advance the study 
of parties, wrote: “Political parties created democracy . . . and mod- 
ern democracy is unthinkable save in terms of parties.” Maurice 
Duverger, the leading European scholar of parties, concurred: “‘Lib- 
erty and the party system coincide.’” 


REPUBLICAN AND LIBERAL TRADITIONS 


While most politicians and political commentators have agreed on 
the usefulness of parties, not all are persuaded that the two-party 
system as it has usually operated in the United States has offered 
voters a meaningful choice between clearly differentiated policy di- 
rections. Among political scientists, Robert Dahl and Theodore 
Lowi, for example, argue that monopolization of political power by 
the two major parties prevents voters from having meaningful 
choices in most elections.? 

Some politicians and political activists, usually those representing 
points of view that do not win a place on the agenda of either major 
party, express like criticisms. They charge, as George Wallace used 
to say, that “‘there is not a dime’s worth of difference” between the 
Republican and Democratic parties. 

It is true that major parties in the United States have usually been 
less ideological and more pragmatic than many European parties. In 
some eras, such as the Gilded Age of the 1880s and the Eisenhower 
years of the 1950s, ideological differences between major parties have 
seemed to recede. For one brief period during the administration of 
James Monroe in the early 1820s, distinct parties almost vanished. 
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Most of the time, however, the political struggle between two 
major national parties, under changing labels, has represented what 
appears to be a natural division between competing ideological tra- 
ditions in American politics going back at least to the conflict over 
ratification of the federal Constitution in the late 1780s and probably 
before that to party battles under the Articles of Confederation. 

The claim that American politics expresses ideological difference 
is of course at odds with the view, formulated most famously by 
Louis Hartz, that politics in the United States has essentially been 
free of ideological division. Hartz contended that, unlike Europe 
where the liberal ideology he traced to John Locke has been regularly 
challenged since the eighteenth century by collectivist ideologies of 
the right and left, the United States has been so completely domi- 
nated, intellectually and culturally, by Lockean liberalism that there 
has been no place for ideological disagreement. As a result, Hartz 
argued, American politics has turned almost entirely on pragmatic 
rivalries among individual politicians, party machines pursuing the 
spoils of office, economic interest groups, and regional alignments.‘ 

I believe, and will aim in the following chapters to show, that 
Hartz was half right: there has indeed been little effective represen- 
tation in the United States of collectivist ideologies of the right or 
left, and partly as a result of that absence the focus of American 
politics has usually had a more pragmatic quality than politics in 
most European countries. Within the Lockean camp in the United 
States itself, however, there has been a division between two ideo- 
logical traditions, to some degree overlapping, but intellectually dis- 
tinct, and generating dynamic forces that have to a significant degree 
shaped and motivated American parties. I will call these traditions 
republican and liberal, giving both terms the meanings they have gen- 
erally conveyed in the United States in the twentieth century rather 
than those with which they were sometimes identified in Britain and 
America in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries—though 
some of the earlier connotations of both have been retained in current 
usage.° 

The two ideological traditions have important areas of agreement. 
Both are committed to representative government and constitutional 
protection of personal liberties. Both subscribe to the Lockean view 
that individuals are the fundamental units from which societies are 
formed, rather than to the corporate concepts of human nature that 
underlie collectivist ideologies of the right and left. 

The republican and liberal traditions differ, however, on the prior- 
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ities they assign on the one hand to public order and economic 
growth, and on the other to economic and social equality. Even here 
their differences have not usually been extreme. The republican tra- 
dition upholds equality before the law and equal access to public 
goods (though the traditions differ on how public goods should be 
defined); and the liberal tradition recognizes the need to maintain a 
certain amount of public order and favors economic growth when 
it can be achieved without aggravating inequality. But when re- 
quirements for order and growth have clashed with aspirations for 
equality, the republican tradition has usually come down on the side 
of the former and the liberal tradition on the side of the latter. 

Both traditions cherish individual freedom as a fundamental 
human value—differing in this respect from both old-fashioned Tory 
monarchists and collectivist socialists. But the republican tradition 
has particularly advocated freedoms that are least likely to conflict 
with order, specifically economic freedoms; and the liberal tradition 
has specifically championed freedoms that are most likely to be com- 
patible with equality, notably freedoms of personal behavior and 
expression. The traditions agree that government in a democratic 
society has a responsibility to “promote the general welfare,” but 
the liberal tradition particularly in the twentieth century has tended 
to identify such promotion with direct government intervention and 
support, while the republican tradition has emphasized government’s 
role in securing economic and social conditions favorable to indi- 
vidual, family, and community achievement. Republicans accept sub- 
stantial inequality as a necessary source of investment and motivation 
for economic growth, while liberals are prepared to take risks with 
disorder and pay some price in economic inefficiency in return for 
almost unlimited right to socially unrestrained expression and be- 
havior not physically harmful to others. I will define both traditions 
more fully in the chapters that follow. 

What I call the republican tradition is now often labeled simply 
“conservatism.” (In earlier works I have called it that myself.) There 
are, however, several reasons why the term conservative does not 
exactly fit the republican tradition. First, in contrast to the identi- 
fication of conservatism with resistance to change, the republican 
tradition has frequently been the most dynamic force for change in 
American life. Second, the ease with which the conservative label 
was applied to hard-line Stalinists—the ideological opposite of free- 
market republicans—during the upheavals that led to the collapse of 
the Soviet Union in the early 1990s showed that its positional con- 
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notations hamper its usefulness in identifying a particular ideology. 
Finally, the association of the conservative label, at least in Europe, 
with old-fashioned feudalism also causes confusion when it 1s applied 
to republicanism. There is a tie between republicanism and feudalism 
in their shared commitment to the idea that social hierarchy is a 
necessary condition for public order and economic efficiency. But 
republican hierarchy is elective and capitalist—an “inclusive hier- 
archy,” as Aaron Wildavsky has called it—while feudal hierarchy is 
by birth and based on a form of collectivist ideology. Feudalism, 
after all, is what republicanism, along with what became the liberal 
tradition, in the first instance revolted against. In this book, I will 
use the term conservative, except where otherwise indicated, in its 
broad positional sense of resistance to social change, and I will iden- 
tify the particular ideology that places high priorities on order, 
growth, and economic individualism as the republican tradition. 

Each of the two ideological traditions has given rise to a series of 
major parties in American national politics: the republican tradition 
to the Federalists (before and after the ratification of the Constitu- 
tion), National Republicans, Whigs, and modern Republicans; and 
the liberal tradition to the Antifederalists, Democratic—Republicans, 
and modern Democrats. Of course many other interests, motives, 
and associations have entered into the composition of these parties. 
Of course the two traditions have sometimes switched sides on issues 
that once seemed fundamental, such as states’ rights and the power 
of the executive in the federal government—stealing each other’s 
clothes, as Abraham Lincoln said. But if Alexander Hamilton and 
Thomas Jefferson, whom many regard as the founders of the two 
traditions, were restored to life today, each would quickly know— 
after recovering from his shock over how much the world had 
changed and how his party had altered its positions on some im- 
portant issues—to which party he should belong.® 


THE DECLINE OF PARTIES 


The American two-party system has generally offered voters a choice 
between parties representing competing ideological approaches while 
maintaining consensus on underlying social principles. It thus has 
helped combine public accountability with sufficient continuity to 
support reasonably effective government. But have the parties now 
become too weak to continue performing this role? 

Political scientists have been diagnosing the decline of American 
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parties since at least the early 1960s. James McGregor Burns in 1963 
lamented that parties had become “mere jousting grounds for em- 
battled politicians; at worst, they simply do not exist.” Everett Carll 
Ladd and Charles Hadley in 1975 argued that “the weakening of 
political parties” was “ordained by the extension of a national com- 
munications complex.” Walter Dean Burnham in 1982 reported a 
“massive public loss of confidence in the workings of our political 
institutions, especially the parties.” William Keefe in 1988 found the 
party system “in disarray—more so than at any time in the last 
century.” 

Political journalists and activists also have warned that the parties 
are in grave trouble. David Broder, the dean of American political 
journalists, called public attention to the deterioration of parties in 
his prophetic 1972 book, The Party’s Over. “Party loyalties,” Broder 
wrote, “have been seriously eroded, the Republican and Democratic 
organizations weakened by years of neglect.” Eddie Mahe, a Re- 
publican political consultant, observed in 1981 that if parties did not 
quickly find a new role, “‘it is highly likely that their place of greatest 
prominence will soon be in the history books.” Joseph Napolitan, a 
Democratic consultant, concurred: “The new technologies make par- 
ties, if not obsolete, certainly obsolescent. ”8 

There is plenty of evidence to support the thesis that parties are 
in decline. The number of voters describing themselves as ‘‘inde- 
pendents,” rejecting both party labels, increased from 15 percent in 
1942 to 36 percent in 1988. Many voters habitually split their tickets. 
In 1988, 34 percent of congressional districts gave majorities to one 
party's candidate for President and to the other party’s candidate for 
the House of Representatives. A majority of voters tell pollsters they 
prefer having one party control the executive branch of the federal 
government while the other controls Congress.’ A national survey 
conducted by Timothy Conlan in 1985 found 45 percent of Amer- 
icans believing their political interests are best represented by ‘“‘or- 
ganized interest igroups; compared with 37 percent relying on 
parties. !° 

National and state campaigns are now for the most part managed 
by professional consultants who sell their services on a contract basis, 
usually within some partisan or ideological bounds, rather than by 
career politicians who have worked their way up through their party’s 
structure. Thomas Edsall of the Washington Post writes: “As the role 
of parties in mobilizing voters has declined, much of the control over 
both election strategy and issue selection—key functions in deciding 
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the national agenda—has shifted to a small, often interlocking net- 
work of campaign specialists, fund-raisers, and lobbyists.” "! 

Local party organizations are no longer able to dominate their own 
party primaries, even in such former bastions of machine politics as 
New York City, Chicago, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Kansas City. 
Presidential nominations have usually been won since 1968 in state 
primaries, in which party organizations play little role. In the 1990 
midterm elections, independent candidates nominally associated with 
state third parties were elected to the governorships of Connecticut 
and Alaska, and a socialist running as an independent was elected 
from Vermont to the federal House of Representatives. !? In the spring 
of 1992, gadfly Ross Perot posed the most formidable third-party 
challenge to the White House since Theodore Roosevelt in 1912. 

The advent of television in the 1950s and 1960s supplanted much 
of the communication function formerly performed by party work- 
ers. Television anchormen began to regard themselves as political 
“gatekeepers,” screening potential candidates for public office some- 
what as party bosses used to do. Parties, Aaron Wildavsky and Nel- 
son Polsby have written, gave way to “‘the news and publicity media 
as primary organizers of citizen action and legitimizers of public 
decisions.” In the view of Robert Squier, a well-known Democratic 
consultant and television personality, “The television set has become 
the political party of the future.’ 

Election outcomes are now said to hinge on the effects of two or 
three crucially timed television advertisements. Most candidates 
therefore devote far more time to raising money to pay for these 
commercials than they do to rallying party troops or personal cam- 
paigning. ‘‘Politics,”’ Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., observes, “once 
labor intensive,” has become “capital intensive.’’' 


SIGNS OF VITALITY 


Not all indicators of party health are unfavorable. Party unity on 
roll-call votes in Congress during the 1980s actually rose. Party or- 
ganizations at the national level increased their resources and took 
on new functions. The two national party committees, both now 
housed in imposing headquarters buildings on Capitol Hill, employ 
numerous campaign consultants, fundraisers, pollsters, computer 
specialists, and mass communications experts, many of whom shuttle 
back and forth between national headquarters and ongoing field op- 
erations. A share of the funds raised at the national level is being 
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pumped out to state and local parties, in part because a change in 
the federal campaign finance law in 1979 permitted national party 
committees to make contributions that are not counted against can- 
didates’ spending limits to state and local affiliates for “party build- 
mar 

The state parties, and to some extent the larger city and county 
party organizations, have taken on some of the characteristics of 
regional or local franchises of large business corporations. Increas- 
ingly, campaign managers and professional fundraisers at the state 
and local levels, and even directors of state party committees, are 
drawn from pools of political operators that gather around the na- 
tional committees. Xandra Kayden argues that while the national 
parties have been losing influence in the selection of presidential 
candidates, they have been playing a growing role in the recruitment 
and selection of candidates for congressional and state offices. These 
developments have produced a degree of party nationalization that 
contrasts sharply with the traditional pattern of American politics, 
under which the national parties hardly existed institutionally be- 
tween presidential campaigns. 16 

Some investigators have detected signs of revival in some state 
and local party organizations. A major study of party organizations 
from 1960 to 1980 by Cornelius Cotter, John Bibby, James Gibson, 
and Robert Huckshorn concluded that while “subjective party at- 
tachments’’ weakened during the 1960s and 1970s, the ‘“organiza- 
tional strength” of many state and local parties increased. State and 
local parties examined by Cotter and his associates had enlarged their 
reported budgets (though not by much, discounting for inflation), 
expanded their salaried staffs, and taken on new functions such as 
polling, “media assistance,” and sending out newsletters.” 

The Cotter group’s findings on the relationship between strength- 
ened organization by their measurements and party success at the 
polls were mixed. From 1975 to 1980, however, “the organizationally 
stronger of the two state parties” tended “to achieve the higher 
increments of gubernatorial votes.” 

Modern technology enables party organizations to reach more 
voters, even with reduced personnel. During presidential campaigns 
in the first half of the 1980s, David Price reports, almost 30 percent 
of voters recalled having been contacted personally by at least one 
of the parties—about twice as many as in the 19s0s.'° 

Some commentators claim that the decline of parties was exag- 
gerated in the first place. More sophisticated polling suggests that 
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the share of voters who are truly independent has been overstated. 
If people who call themselves independents are pressed to give a 
preference for one party or the other, the hard core of pure inde- 
pendents comes down to about 12 percent. Further research has 
shown that independents willing to indicate preference for a party— 
the so-called “‘leaners’’—are almost as regular in their party voting 
as those who identify with a party but classify their party attachment 
as weak, 

The very absence of party enthusiasm among much of the elec- 
torate, Joseph Schlesinger argues, has increased the advantage to be 
gained through effective party organization. “The more flexible the 
electorate,” Schlesinger wrote in a widely discussed 1985 article in 
the American Political Science Review, “the more does organization in 
all its facets become valuable.” Growing party rivalry in such former 
one-party regions as the South and rural New England, he maintains, 
is, as the theory of market competition would predict, in many places 
producing stronger party organizations.” 


A NEGATIVE BALANCE 


Weighing evidence of party decline against the signs of continued 
vitality and arguments that decline has been overstated produces a 
balance that must be read as negative for the current condition of 
parties. There are continued real strengths in national party orga- 
nizations and party unity in Congress. But these are more than offset 
by evidence of falling support or concern for parties among the voters 
and declining electoral effectiveness of most grassroots party orga- 
nizations. 

Much of the seeming inconsistency between declining voter sup- 
port for parties on the one hand and strength in national party or- 
ganization and party unity among elected officeholders on the other 
results from the fact that the term party embraces at least three dif- 
ferent formations within the political system: parties in the electorate, 
composed of all the voters who align themselves with one or another 
of the parties; parties in government, including elected public officials 
who have reached their posts by running on a party ticket or who 
join a party caucus in a legislative body; and party organizations, the 
formal structures that conduct election campaigns and perform other 
political functions in the party’s name. 

Party organizations at the national level during the 1980s com- 
manded substantial resources and seemed to become more active 
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than ever; and parties in government, at least at the federal level, 
appeared to grow more unified. But parties in the electorate, and 
most state and local party organizations as electoral forces rather than 
as bureaucratic structures, showed signs of continued decline. 

It is unlikely that trends within the three kinds of party formation 
will continue to move in opposite directions. Over time, levels of 
vitality within the three are related. What happens in one is bound 
to have important spillover effects on the other two. If parties con- 
tinue to lose standing and support among the voters, elected office- 
holders predictably will concentrate more of their attention on other 
institutional means for pursuing common governmental objectives, 
and the boom enjoyed by national party organizations during the 
1980s will soon dissipate—as some signs, such as falling contribu- 
tions to national parties in the early 1990s, indicate has already begun 
to happen.” 

An electorate disenchanted with parties may in the short run pro- 
vide incentives in some places for the development of more active 
party organizations, as Joseph Schlesinger argues. But it will also 
open the way for the expansion of other forces in the polity that will 
increasingly crowd out parties at all levels of the political system. 

It is hard to imagine American politics completely without parties. 
Some sort of party structure will no doubt survive to help organize 
power in some areas of political life. But parties are now in serious 
danger of losing influence and authority within government and the 
larger polity to mass communications media, elected officeholders 
and their staffs, free-lance professional campaign consultants, spe- 
cialized movements and causes, and fund-raising political action 
committees (PACs) representing all kinds of interest groups. 

The mixed signals of the 1980s provide no ground for complacency 
among those who believe in the need for strong and effective parties. 
The current low estate of parties in the electorate may to some extent 
reflect a transitional phase in American politics, in which one political 
age is ending but a new dominant coalition has not yet taken hold— 
something like the early 1850s and the 1920s, when many voters 
were rejecting the two major parties, voter turnout was down, and 
large blocs within the electorate seemed to be alienated from the 
entire political system. There is no reason, however, to be confident 
that this phase will inevitably lead to a resurgence of parties, as 
occurred in the 1860s and 1930s. Parties may continue to decline, 
and other means for organizing political action, less compatible with 
democracy, may take their place. 
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Continued weakness of parties in the electorate will predictably 
infect parties in government and the national party organizations. 
But reform of some key political institutions and timely application 
of the ideological and material resources still commanded by national 
party organizations and parties in government may help restore the 
vitality of parties in the electorate and reinvigorate state and local 
party organizations. 


THE LIFE OF PARTIES 


Most contemporary politicians, political consultants, and political 
activists, and for that matter many political scientists, would not 
dream of looking to the history of party development for guidance 
on how to strengthen parties in the world as it exists today. Con- 
ditions have changed too much, they claim, to make the past more 
than marginally relevant to current political problems. Time and 
effort are better devoted, they maintain, to computer analyses of 
polling data and the findings of focus groups, or to the study of 
modern techniques of propaganda, organization, and fundraising. 

Skillfully designed polls and focus groups can certainly tell us 
much about the prospects for parties, and no one interested in re- 
viving parties would be wise to neglect the effects or potentialities 
of modern technology. Parties, however, like families and commu- 
nities and churches, are organic institutions. They are not merely the 
sum of the techniques through which they are managed or the in- 
terests they serve; they also embody loyalties, political aspirations, 
and social attitudes that rise from their long histories. Fully to com- 
prehend parties, and to deal with their contemporary problems, 
therefore, it is necessary to know something about where they came 
from, how they acquired their more important institutional char- 
acteristics, and the sources of the values, attitudes, and beliefs, as 
well as interests, that they represent. 

There are at least three categories of information highly relevant 
to the enterprise of rebuilding parties that can be gained only through 
an examination of their origins and development: 


The operations of parties are strongly influenced and constrained 
by constitutional provisions (from the division between the 
executive and legislative branches in the federal government 
to structural devices like the electoral college), statutory law, 
and governmental programs, many of which either were es- 
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tablished when the United States was founded or are products 
of periods of major political turmoil and change such as the 
Progressive Era and the New Deal. In considering how some 
of these might now be modified or transformed, it is useful 
to have knowledge of how and why they were put in place. 

Parties are generally judged to have performed some important 
governmental and political functions more effectively at some 
earlier times—such as the 1890s and the 1930s—than they 
have recently. If this is so, examination of the institutional 
life of parties during periods when they actually worked bet- 
ter may provide instructive models or precedents for current 
remedies. 

The record of the past is replete, not only with salutary models, 
but with examples of errors committed and pitfalls encoun- 
tered by parties. Some aspects of parties in earlier times were 
socially and politically harmful. The patronage-based state 
and city machines, which are viewed with considerable nos- 
talgia in some quarters today, for example, made real con- 
tributions to civic life but also bred social injustice, 
governmental inefficiency, and moral corruption. In seeking 
to retrieve their more positive qualities, we should take care 
not to re-ignite their destructive effects. Likewise, earlier 
campaigns for reform, particularly the anti-party crusade of 
the Progressive Era and the drive to open up party governance 
in the 1970s, offer many examples of approaches to be avoided 
and devices to be shunned. 


The history of the origin and development of parties provides 
many lessons that will be of direct benefit to policy-makers and 
would-be policy-makers, as well as to citizens seeking means to 
improve the practice of American politics. It is also worth studying 
for its own sake, as a record of remarkable human endeavors, in- 
trigues, rivalries, conflicts, and civic achievements—indeed, one of 
the great political stories in human experience, fully comparable in 
drama to those reported in the Iliad and the chronicle plays of Shake- 
speare, and far richer in historical significance. 

This book will argue that the work and creed of American de- 
mocracy have been carried forward by two great contending but not 
incompatible ideological traditions, the republican and the liberal: 
that these traditions have been conveyed for the most by parties that 
have competed within the two-party system; that the two-party 
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system was not intended or foreseen by the Founders, but rather 
developed gradually, largely through the efforts and ingenuity of 
some extraordinary master politicians; that parties are now endan- 
gered by a number of cultural, technological, social, political, and 
legal changes in American life; and that concerned supporters of a 
free society should therefore seek means for renewing the vitality of 
parties and the dynamism of the party system. 

This argument will be presented through a series of historical 
chapters describing and analyzing crucial episodes in the life and 
development of American parties followed by a series of chapters 
presenting and analyzing original data on the current condition of 
parties at the national, state, and local levels. The final chapter will 
examine proposals for party renewal that have been set forth by 
politicians, political scientists, and political commentators, and will 
present my own recommendations on how parties can be made to 
serve better the needs and ideals of American democracy. 
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Intention of the Founders 
A Polity Without Parties 


“IN GOVERNMENT OF A MONARCHICAL CAST,” George Washington 
observed, “‘Patriotism may look with indulgence, if not with favor, 
upon the spirit of the party. But in those of popular character, in 
Governments purely elective, it is a spirit not to be encouraged . . . A 
fire not to be quenched; it demands a uniform vigilance to prevent 
its bursting into a flame, lest instead of warming it should consume.” 

The other principal Founders fully shared Washington’s distrust 
of parties—at least until they began running parties themselves. 
Thomas Jefferson declared in 1789 that if he “could not go to heaven 
but with a party,” he “would not go there at all.” Alexander Ham- 
ilton associated parties with “ambition, avarice, personal animosity.” 
James Madison wrote in Federalist Number Ten of the “mischiefs of 
faction.” John Adams expressed “dread” toward “division of the 
republic into two great parties, each arranged under its leader, and 
concerting measures in opposition to each other.’” 

The Founders’ low regard for parties was in part derived from 
prejudices formed by their studies of classical writers and British and 
European political theorists. But they also had before them what 
they considered the baneful effects of parties in the colonial and state 
governments: the tendency of parties to sharpen class antagonisms; 
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the emergence of parties, with their attendant functionaries, as in- 
terests in themselves; the openness of parties to corruption, and the 
ease with which they could be mastered by demagogues. 

Beyond these acquired biases and empirical observations, the 
Founders’ rejection of parties grew out of their conviction that such 
political divisions are inherently subversive of republican ideals. The 
Founders, almost to a man, were Old Whigs, in the British as well 
as the American sense. They realized that any political system will 
be shaped in part by clashing interests and personal ambitions. But 
they believed that republican government must finally be rooted in 
the ideal of a disinterested citizenry coming together, either directly 
or through elected representatives, to legislate for the common good. 
They were Lockeans, but Lockeans of the original school, holding, 
like Locke himself, that the social contract once concluded exerts 
moral authority of its own, rather than merely providing a playing 
field for unremitting struggle among private interests. 

They were convinced, as James Madison wrote, that while “there 
is a degree of depravity in mankind which requires a certain degree 
of circumspection and distrust,” there are also “other qualities in 
human nature which justify a certain portion of esteem and confi- 
dence.” The natural inclination of mankind toward corruption re- 
quires the checks and balances and other safeguards built into the 
Constitution. But if man is totally driven by self-interest, then 
Thomas Hobbes, who argued that the egoistic drives in human nature 
are so strong that without authoritarian government life will be 
“nasty, brutish, and short,” not Locke, was right, and republican 
government is impossible. Only authoritarian government with un- 
challengeable power is sufficient to curb total egoism this side of 
anarchy. If on the other hand there are indeed qualities of generosity 
and forebearance in human nature that make some measure of dis- 
interested judgment achievable, then good citizens can be trusted, 
on genuinely public issues, to reason together on what is good for 
the nation as a whole, rather than to insist on the last pound of gain 
for particular interests, personal appetites, or individual greed. Re- 
publican government then is possible. The American experiment 
may succeed.° 

Parties, by framing every issue in terms of winners and losers, 
the Founders believed, undermine this indispensable willingness to 
seek at some level the common good rather than the satisfaction of 
special interests. Parties, therefore, are socially destructive and must 
be considered, as Madison wrote, a potentially “mortal disease”; as 
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Hamilton claimed, an “avenue to tyranny”; and as Washington in- 
sisted, a source of “‘frightful despotism. ”* 


PARTIES AND DEMOCRACY 


Parties, defined (minimally) as organized social groups formed to 
exercise or influence governmental authority through elective means, 
have usually been associated with democratic polities. In societies 
run politically by a single ruler or a dominant class, as most societies 
in history have been, the dominant establishment naturally feels 
threatened by organized opposition and acts to suppress it. Even in 
the oligarchic republic that governed medieval Venice, parties were 
legally prohibited for fear they would split the dominant aristocracy 
and give the lesser orders political leverage. 

Parties of a kind existed in classical Athens of the Periclean age 
and in republican Rome. In Athens, the two main parties, known as 
oligarchs and democrats, differed over how much democracy was 
good for the state. In Rome, in the period just before Julius Caesar 
replaced republican institutions with authoritarian dictatorship, the 
parties, known as optimates and populares, clashed over the division 
of social benefits between the upper classes and the common people. 
In both cases, political conflict between parties was held by later 
historians to have played a part in the downfall of democracy— 
contributing to the unpopularity of parties with the American Foun- 
ders, many of whom closely studied antiquity.’ 

Parties began to develop in late seventeenth-century Britain, at 
first during the controversy in 1679 over whether James, Duke of 
York, a Catholic and therefore held suspect by the nation’s Protestant 
majority, should be permitted to succeed to the throne upon the 
death of his brother, Charles II, who had no legitimate offspring. 
Those defending James’s right to succeed became known as Tories 
(originally an Irish term for highwayman), and those insisting on a 
Protestant heir were known as Whigs (a Scottish term for horse 
thief). The Tories won the first round, and James did in fact become 
king when Charles II died in 1685. As James II, however, the new 
monarch proceeded to rule in an authoritarian manner and appointed 
Catholics to high office, outraging not only Whigs but Tories, most 
of whom were Anglican Protestants. In 1688 a coalition of upper- 
class Whigs and Tories ousted James and installed in his place the 
Dutch William of Orange, the Protestant hero of Europe at the time, 
and William’s wife Mary (James’s daughter). 
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The difference between Whigs and Tories as contending groups 
in Parliament, and as contenders for the favor of succeeding mon- 
archs, continued into the eighteenth century. Historians have argued 
over how much significance should be attached to party divisions in 
Britain during most of the eighteenth century. The parties had no 
formal organizations and even in the House of Commons were not 
much more than loose coalitions of politicians, held together largely, 
Harold Perkin has observed, “by the hope and expectation of 
‘place.’ ” But even Louis Namier, the great historian of eighteenth- 
century British politics, who attached relatively little importance to 
parties, acknowledged that Whigs and Tories represented differences 
in “temperament and outlook, in social types, in old connections 
and traditions.”’ In general, Tories stood for the older view of a 
hierarchically organized feudal society and an established church, 
while Whigs gave more rein to the social and political individualism 
that was associated with growing economic enterprise and the phi- 
losophy of John Locke. Both parties, however, remained distinctly 
aristocratic in their outlook.°® 

During most of the eighteenth century the parties existed mainly 
in Parliament and developed no campaign structures among the gen- 
eral population. In the late 1780s, however, the Whigs established 
party clubs in London and other cities and towns “‘specifically de- 
signed to increase the party’s strength among the electorate.” The 
Tories responded by forming a council of party leaders that before 
the 1790 election “regularly dined together to plan the campaign.’’’ 

Eighteenth-century party divisions in Britain sent political tremors 
through the British colonies in North America. Bernard Bailyn has 
traced the major ideas that contributed to the outbreak of the Amer- 
ican Revolution to the writings of British libertarian Whigs of the 
1720s, such as John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon. “These coffee- 
house radicals,” Bailyn writes, “more than any other single group 
of writers . . . shaped the mind of the American Revolutionary gen- 
eration.” When clashes developed in the 1760s and early 1770s be- 
tween the British government and colonial interests seeking more 
freedom, Americans who took the side of the British crown called 
themselves Tories and those who placed themselves in opposition 
were generally known as Whigs.’ 

When independence came, former Tory leaders such as James 
DeLancey in New York and Thomas Hutchinson in Massachusetts 
fled or were expelled, along with most of their followers. The vic- 
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torious Whigs, however, soon experienced new party divisions 
within their ranks. 


CLASH OF FACTIONS 


In the early years of the American Revolution, political disputes 
among the revolutionaries were mainly over the conduct of war. But 
by the late 1770s ideological divisions had begun to develop in most 
of the states. The two loose groupings that formed in most state 
governments may be called conservatives and populists (though neither 
term was used at the time). Both sides were committed to the Rev- 
olution. Both supported republican government and were intensely 
individualist in their social values and economic attitudes. But they 
began to split over the question of how far the principle of equality 
being advanced by some patriot politicians and publicists should be 
carried? 

In the state legislatures of the early 1780s studied by Jackson Turner 
Main, conservatives generally supported and populists opposed pay- 
ment of the public debt and giving more authority to state governors. 
Populists favored and conservatives opposed legislation to issue paper 
money and to permit delay in payment of private debts. Conserv- 
atives voted to stop the confiscation of property owned by former 
loyalists, while populists supported continuation of such seizures. In 
most legislatures neither bloc normally achieved majority control. 
Independents, who switched back and forth between the two blocs 
depending on the issue, usually held the balance of power. 1° 

Conservatives were concentrated in and around the coastal cities 
of Boston, Salem, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Annapolis, 
and Charleston, and in the tidewater regions of Virginia and the 
Carolinas. Populists came from the inland valleys of New England, 
New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia, and the highlands 
of Pennsylvania, northern New Jersey, Virginia, and the Carolinas— 
though the conservatives controlled a few back-country constituen- 
cies like the Berkshire mountain region of western Massachusetts 
and the wilderness area of Virginia that became the state of Kentucky. 
Most Episcopalians and Quakers were conservatives, while most 
Baptists were populists. Congregationalists and Presbyterians di- 
vided on the basis of residence, dwellers in the coastal areas tending 
to be conservatives and inlanders tending to be populists." 

In most states, political organization was usually so slight that true 
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parties cannot be said to have existed. The major exception was 
Pennsylvania. The Pennsylvania state constitution of 1776, “the prin- 
cipal official American embodiment of revolutionary radicalism, ” 
so divided the supporters of independence that well-defined parties 
quickly organized, one to maintain the radical state constitution and 
the other to replace it with a more moderate charter. The pro-con- 
stitution party, whose political and demographic characteristics were 
similar to those displayed in other states by the populists, took the 
name Constitutionalists. Their opponents, who paralleled the con- 
servatives, called themselves Republicans (a name chosen to make 
clear their distinction from the state’s substantial body of Tories). !? 

The Republicans dominated Philadelphia and also attracted support 
from conservative German (Pennsylvania Dutch) farmers in Lancas- 
ter and York counties along the Maryland border. The Constitu- 
tionalists held sway in the rural Susquehannah Valley around 
Harrisburg (which they made the state capital) and among the 
Scotch-Irish in the western highlands. The two groups established 
party organizations to conduct election campaigns and formed cau- 
cuses in the legislature. Battle lines were tightly drawn and the per- 
centage of independents was much smaller than in any other state. 
The difference separating the two parties, a Constitutionalist leader 
wrote, was between “‘the few and the many. . . aristocraticks and 
the democraticks.’”’ A Republican, in contrast, described the more 
conservative party as composed of “whigs of a more moderate and 
deliberate cast, of more property and more respectable capaci- 
ie ee Ble 

The Republicans faced an uphill fight, as the Constitutionalists for 
some time successfully identified the 1776 state constitution with the 
Revolution itself. Attempts to change the constitution, they claimed, 
showed disloyalty to the new nation. Both sides at times resorted to 
violence. In 1779 a Philadelphia mob attacked the home of James 
Wilson, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and leader of 
the Republican party. The assault was met with gunfire, setting off 
a riot in which six persons were killed and 20 wounded. Gradually, 
however, the more moderate elements in the rural counties swung 
to the Republicans. In 1790—after the new federal Constitution had 
been ratified—the state constitution of 1776 was scuttled and a more 
conservative basic law was put in its place." 

In New York the populist faction was organized around Governor 
George Clinton, a talented demagogue who used government pa- 
tronage to assemble the first state party machine in American history. 
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At the peak of its power, the Clinton organization dispensed 15,000 
state jobs as political plums. Before the Revolution, New York pol- 
itics had revolved around a struggle between the DeLancey family, 
wealthy New York City merchants, and the Livingston family, based 
in the Hudson Valley. The DeLanceys had remained loyal to the 
crown and had fled to England after independence. The more con- 
servative and moderate forces in state politics in the 1780s gathered 
behind the Schuylers, another family of Hudson Valley aristocrats, 
led by General Philip Schuyler and his brilliant and ambitious son- 
in-law, Alexander Hamilton. The Livingstons, leaders of the Whig 
party under the colonial government and therefore on the winning 
side in the Revolution, decided that for the time at least they feared 
Clinton even more than they disliked the Schuylers and Hamilton 
and joined a common “‘Anti-Clintonian” party that became a for- 
midable competitor in state politics. !5 

In Virginia, the largest and most populous of the states, party lines 
were loose, but two discernible blocks took shape. One, relatively 
conservative, was based on the “Northern Neck,” the peninsula 
between the Potomac and Rappahannock Rivers that in early colonial 
times had been owned by the Fairfax family, who sold it off in vast 
tracts, including George Washington’s huge plantation beside the 
Potomac. The other bloc, inclined to populism, took root in the 
“Southside,” the region south of the James River, where farms were 
smaller and society more democratic. More than a quarter of the 
members of the state house of delegates, particularly those from the 
Shenandoah Valley and the central piedmont, including young James 
Madison, avoided regular identification with either faction. In most 
districts, John Randolph observed, members were elected on the basis 
of “personal and local, rather than political, considerations.’’! 

In Massachusetts there was little party organization before 1787, 
but political divisions there were as bitter and rancorous as those in 
Pennsylvania. Conservatives, concentrated in Boston and Salem but 
attracting support from fishing villages on Cape Cod and Martha’s 
Vineyard and from hamlets in the Berkshires, charged that the more 
radical faction in state government favored “an agrarian law [to equal- 
ize property] and a revolution.” Their populist opponents, scattered 
across the Connecticut Valley and the Narragansett Basin, com- 
plained that the “overgrown rich” in the coastal seaports were seek- 
ing to put down the “‘smaller sort of folks.’’!” 

Populists usually held the upper hand in the Massachusetts legis- 
lature, while the governorship passed back and forth between the 
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conservative James Bowdoin and the populist John Hancock. When 
economic depression struck in 1786, conservatives in the legislature 
succeeded in blocking passage of a “stay law” to postpone the col- 
lection of debt. State courts ordered numerous foreclosures on small 
farms. Finding the state government unresponsive to their demands, 
a body of armed Connecticut Valley farmers led by Daniel Shays, a 
hero of the Revolution (who had been driven by poverty to sell a 
ceremonial sword presented to him by Lafayette), marched on 
Springfield to prevent the state court sitting in that city from carrying 
out further foreclosures. The rebels achieved some initial successes, 
and panic for a time took hold in Boston. Winter fell, however, and 
Shays and his men, rather than pressing on to the state capital, decided 
to hole up in Worcester. Bowdoin, who was governor at the time, 
called up the state militia, which soon routed the rebels without much 
difficulty. Shays fled to Vermont. 

In the spring of 1787 a move by populists in the Massachusetts 
legislature to pardon leaders of the rebellion failed by a vote of only 
100 to 108. ‘“The natural effects of a pure democracy are already fully 
produced among us,” wrote Theodore Sedgwick, a Berkshire lawyer 
active in politics on the conservative side. “A very large party in 
both branches of the legislature filled with a spirit of republican frenzy 
are now attempting the same objects by legislation, which their more 
manly brethren last winter would have procured by arms. In both 
instances it is a war against virtue, talent and property carried on by 
the dregs and scum of mankind.’’® 

In most states during the mid-1780s, conservative Whigs, for 
whom one revolution was enough, generally held their own in gu- 
bernatorial and legislative elections. Conservative leaders, however, 
were increasingly fearful that equalitarian radicals would soon impose 
their will on exposed fragments of the decentralized nation. “People 
once respected their governors, their senators, their judges, and their 
clergy... ,” lamented John Dickinson of Pennsylvania, but now 
“men of sense and property have lost much of their influence by the 
popular spirit of the war.” Henry Knox, who had served on Wash- 
ington’s staff during the Revolution, wrote to his old chief in 1786 
that the “creed”? of many small farmers was “that the property of 
the United States has been protected from the confiscation of Britain 
by the joint exertions of all, and therefore ought to be the common 
property of all.” Alexander Hamilton, Washington’s other former 
principal subaltern, warned that government was being invaded by 
people “‘of the levelling sort.” James Madison, following events from 
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his seat in the Virginia house of delegates in Richmond, observed, 
more cautiously, that Shays’ rebellion had been an “alarming symp- 
tein, 


TRIUMPH OF THE CONSERVATIVES 


The delegates who gathered in Philadelphia in the spring of 1787 to 
consider amendments to the Articles of Confederation, on which 
such national government as existed was based, were concerned over 
the growing acrimony among the states. Even more, they were 
determined to erect constitutional safeguards for social order and 
established rights, including property rights. 

With Washington in the chair, and Hamilton, Madison, James 
Wilson, and the octogenarian Benjamin Franklin among the dele- 
gates, the Philadelphia convention went far beyond its legal mandate 
and produced a Constitution that embodied the spirit of the Revo- 
lution in a moderately conservative structure of national government. 
A major purpose of the Constitution, Charles Beard wrote, was to 
place “the fundamental private rights of property . . . beyond the 
reach of popular majorities.” With the stipulation that the framers 
regarded this goal as a necessary condition for their larger purpose 
of creating a viable republic, Beard was right. While preserving a 
federal system, the Constitution specifically prohibited the states 
from issuing paper money or legislating to impair contracts to relieve 
debtors—both favorite projects among populists at the state level.”° 

Hamilton, Madison, and John Jay, in their classic defense of the 
Constitution, The Federalist, made no bones about the conservative 
nature of their objectives. The proposed new structure of govern- 
ment, Hamilton maintained in Federalist Number Nine, would be “ʻa 
barrier against domestic faction and insurrection.” A strong national 
government, insulated against parochial pressures, Jay argued in Fed- 
eralist Number Three, would override the tendency of “the governing 
party in one or two States to swerve from good faith and jus- 
ees gs. 

Madison, more than his two colleagues, spelled out the underlying 
moral, political, and psychological assumptions on which the Con- 
stitution is based. The “great object” of the Constitution, Madison 
wrote in the familiar Federalist Number Ten, was to “secure the public 
good and private rights against the danger of . . . faction, and at the 
Same time to preserve the spirit and the form of popular govern- 
ment. ...’’ The causes of faction, “‘actuated by some common im- 
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pulse or passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, 
or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the community,” are 
“sown in the nature of man.” Differences over religion and forms 
of government contribute to the development of faction. “But the 
most common and most durable source of faction has been the var- 
ious and unequal distribution of property.’’” 

Economic inequality results from “diversity in the faculties of 
men... .’’ Proponents of pure democracy “have erroneously sup- 
posed that by reducing mankind to a perfect equality in their political 
rights, they would, at the same time, be perfectly equalized and 
assimilated in their possessions, their opinions, and their passions.” 
Democracies taking this approach “have ever been spectacles of tur- 
bulence and confusion; have ever been found incompatible with per- 
sonal security or the rights of property; and have in general been as 
short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths.” ? 

Faction growing out of differences in economic interest, though 
a constant threat to republican government, cannot be avoided with- 
out suppressing freedom. “Liberty is to faction what air is to 
fire. .. .”’ Since faction in a republic cannot be avoided, its effects 
must be mitigated through constitutional design. A faction consisting 
of “less than a majority. . . may clog the administration, . . . may 
convulse the society,” but in the end it must give way to the will of 
the majority, so long as republican forms are maintained. But “‘when 
a majority is included in a faction, the form of popular govern- 
ment... enables it to sacrifice to its ruling passion or interest both 
the public good and the rights of other citizens.” It is then that popular 
government becomes vulnerable to such pernicious schemes as “‘a 
rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for equal division 
of property =, 7% 

The surest way to avoid this danger, Madison contends, is to make 
it unlikely that such a majority will form. In relatively small con- 
stituencies, like the individual states, the majority of have—lesses will 
tend to combine politically against the minority of have—mores. But 
in a nation as large as the federal union to be formed by the new 
Constitution, economic interests will divide into “a landed interest, 
a manufacturing interest, a mercantile interest, a moneyed interest, 
[and] many lesser interests. . . .”’ Politics, then, will focus on func- 
tional and regional differences rather than on class rivalries—a pol- 
itics, that is, of many minorities, rather than of majority against 
minority.” 

Sheer size, moreover, will make it difficult for radical agitators, 
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like the populist leaders coming to power in some of the states, to 
mobilize the discontented into an effective national majority. “The 
influence of factious leaders may kindle a flame within their particular 
states, but will be unable to spread a general conflagration through 
the other states,,’*° 

In Federalist Number Fifty-one, Madison returned to the need 
under republican government “to guard one part of the society 
against the injustice of the other part.” Madison takes note of the 
Rousseauian view that this end can be achieved “by creating a will 
in the community independent of the majority—that is, of the society 
itself.” This may work under dictatorships administered by “‘hered- 
itary or self-appointed authority.” But in a republic, given Madison’s 
Puritan and Lockean understanding of human nature, it is impossi- 
ble? 

In a republic, the avaricious will of a transitory majority may be 
countered in part by a system of governmental checks and balances: 
first dividing “the power surrendered by the people” between the 
states and the national government; then within the national gov- 
ernment balancing the executive against the legislature; and finally 
by dividing the legislative branch into different houses, rendering 
“them by different modes of election and different principles of 
action, as little connected with each other as the nature of their 
common functions and their common dependence on the society will 
admit.” The surest protection for minorities, however, is extension 
of governmental authority over a territory so vast and a population 
so varied that government will have to achieve consensus rather than 
a simple majority in order to act. Society “will be broken into so 
many parts, interests, and classes of citizens, that the rights of in- 
_ dividuals, or of the minority, will be in little danger from interested 
combinations of the majority.’ 

Resort to such devices, Madison concedes, may be a reflection on 
human nature. “But what is government itself, but the greatest of 
all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, no government 
would be necessary.’’?? 

The populist leaders in the states, who had been little represented 
at the Philadelphia convention, did not have to read The Federalist to 
recognize what the framers of the Constitution were up to. Populist 
strategists and spokesmen like Samuel Adams in Massachusetts, 
George Clinton in New York, and Patrick Henry in Virginia fought 
ratification in their respective states. Among state legislators whose 
position on the Constitution is known, more than four-fifths of the 
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populists opposed ratification while an even larger share of conserv- 
atives were pro-Constitution.”° 

The Antifederalists, as opponents of the Constitution were called, 
could not match the Federalists’ national organization, directed by 
much of the former high command of the Revolution. The inability 
of the Antifederalists to mount an effective national campaign pro- 
vided a demonstration that seemed to bear out Madison’s thesis. 
Populist appeals might work state by state, but when the issue was 
framed in national terms—in this case, the survival of a united re- 
public—the moderates and conservatives appeared to have the ad- 
vantage. 

The Antifederalists issued propaganda blasts but deployed no in- 
tellectual artillery approaching the force of The Federalist. Tom Paine, 
the Revolution’s most articulate publicist of equalitarian ideology, 
had earlier attacked the principles of social balance and mixed gov- 
ernment on which the Constitution was based. But in 1787 Paine 
was otherwise engaged, working on various political and business 
projects in England, soon to depart for France to participate in the 
Revolution of 1789. Thomas Jefferson, absent in France as American 
ambassador but in touch with political associates at home, wrote to 
friends that he hoped the Constitution would not be ratified—an 
interesting first effort, he told Madison, but needing another try. 
Jefferson did not, however, publicly align himself with the Antifed- 
eralists. Looking back after the fight for ratification had been won, 
he maintained that he had been “neither federalist nor antifederal- 
ist; . . . of neither party, nor yet a trimmer between parties.’’*! 

In some states, notably Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New 
York, and Virginia, the vote on ratification was close. But by March 
4, 1789, I1 states had ratified and the Constitution was declared 
adopted. Eight months later, North Carolina added its vote for rat- 
ification. In May 1790, Rhode Island, by a majority at the state 
convention of only 34 to 32, became the last of the original 13 states 
to join the federal union. By that time, George Washington had been 
President for more than a year. 


WERE THE FOUNDERS WRONG? 


When James Madison argued in The Federalist that factions will inev- 
itably develop in a free society, he did not imply approval of political 
parties nor did he suggest that parties as institutions would necessarily 
play a major role in the political life of the United States. Like all 
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the other principal Founders, Madison regarded parties as a political 
evil and believed that a wisely framed constitution would minimize 
their influence. 

The Founders recognized that competition among different eco- 
nomic and social interests was bound to find outlet through politics. 
But they believed that the varying kinds of representation provided 
by the states and the federal government, and by the executive and 
bicameral legislative branches at the federal level, would themselves 
offer sufficient advocacy for contending interest groups and would 
make extensive recourse to formally organized parties unnecessary. 

The low opinions of parties voiced by the major Founders, in- 
cluding Washington, Jefferson, Hamilton, Madison, and John 
Adams, are well known. Political leaders and theorists just below 
the first level were even more outspoken. James Monroe argued that 
“the existence of parties is not necessary to free governments” and 
urged supporters of republican government to “‘exterminate all party 
divisions in our country.” Patrick Henry warned that to “split into 
factions . . . must destroy that union upon which our existence 
hangs.” Tom Paine wrote disparagingly of ‘‘dupes of faction” and 
“the cloven foot of faction.” John Taylor of Caroline, the most sys- 
tematic thinker among the Virginia libertarians, commented: “The 
situation of the public good, in the hands of two parties nearly poised 
as to numbers, must be extremely perilous. Truth is a thing, not of 
divisibility into parts, but of unity.” John Jay, staunch Federalist of 
New York, cautioned, “If faction should long bear down law and 
government, tyranny may raise its head. . . .”” Abigail Adams, after 
observing the effects of party division during her husband’s single 
term as President, concluded: “‘Party spirit is blind, malevolent, un- 
candid, ungenerous, unjust and unforgiving. It is equally so under 
federal and under democratic banners.” 

Yet, as I will show in the next chapter, recognizable parties had 
begun to take shape in Congress within three years of Washington’s 
first inauguration as President. By the time John Adams stood for 
reelection in 1800, well-defined parties were competing for state and 
local as well as national offices. Since that time, except for a brief 
lapse in the 1820s, parties have been a major structuring force in 
American politics. 

Were the Founders, who were right about so many things, simply 
wrong then when they turned their attention to parties? Did prejudice 
or lack of experience with how republican government actually 
works lead them to overlook the valuable role that most political 
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scientists now claim parties play in free societies? Or is it possible 
that they were in fact right: that the nation would have been better 
off if the development of institutionalized parties had somehow been 
avoided; and that parties not only are not necessary to democracy, 
but also, as many ordinary Americans have always believed, dan- 
gerously undermine the efficiency and integrity of republican gov- 
ernment? 

The Founders were certainly wrong in underestimating the value 
of parties in coordinating action between the legislative and executive 
branches, and, to a lesser extent, between the federal and state gov- 
ernments. As many commentators in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries have pointed out, parties have supplied “‘the tie that binds, 
the glue that fastens”? between government agencies that are consti- 
tutionally divided.’ The current weakness of the parties has helped 
remind us how useful they can be. 

Parties, moreover, by providing an institutional opposition to the 
regime in power have served as a check on the tendencies in human 
nature and society that justify “a certain degree of circumspection 
and distrust.” Attempts at one-party democracy, as in Mexico and 
some African countries, or for that matter in many American cities 
today, have demonstrated that lack of organized political opposition 
can open the way to disastrous levels of corruption and governmental 
inefficiency. 

But the Founders were not wrong in maintaining that democracy 
will fail if there is no sense of a common national interest that at 
some point transcends particular interests, or in identifying party 
and party spirit as potential impediments to the development of such 
awareness. Parties have all too often in American history been in- 
struments of corruption, preservers of prejudice, burdens on effective 
government, and disrupters of social harmony. If party interest can 
help bridge the natural tension between legislative and executive 
branches, it can also aggravate that tension when the branches are 
wholly or partially controlled by different parties—as has recently 
occurred more often than not. 

Democracy over the long run cannot be successful, particularly 
in the conduct of foreign policy, but also in settling great internal 
issues such as the shape of the national budget, if party leaders are 
not prepared at some point to put aside party identification and 
operate as trustees for a common nationality—or even as sharers of 
responsibility for the direction of a functionally connected world 
community. 
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The Founders erred in not appreciating the essential contribution 
that parties make to republican government. But their warnings 
against the potentially harmful effects of party and excessive party 
spirit had a good deal of validity and deserve to be heeded today. 

In any case, the Founders’ statecraft was completely at odds with 
their objective of establishing a polity without parties. The consti- 
tutional structure they put in place practically guaranteed the devel- 
opment not only of parties but of a particular kind of party system: 
two-party democracy. 


WHY THE UNITED STATES HAS A TWO-PARTY 
SYSTEM 


Genuinely free societies, we now know, almost always produce po- 
litical parties. Even in essentially one-party democracies, like Mex- 
ico, India from independence to the 1970s, and the states of the 
American South during the first half of the twentieth century, the 
party usually serves at least the ancillary functions of structuring 
legislatures, mobilizing voters, and grinding out propaganda for the 
regime. Over extended periods, moreover, one-party systems, if 
elections are free and honest, tend to disintegrate, at first into factions 
and then into formally organized competing parties representing dif- 
fering interests and ideological points of view. 

Clearly, however, several different kinds of party system are com- 
patible with political freedom. In many democratic polities, multi- 
party systems have developed, giving formal representation in elec- 
tions to many different points of view, or in some cases to varying 
regions or ethnic groups. In some countries, such as Japan from the 
1950s through the 1980s, Israel from independence to the early 1970s, 
and Sweden from the 1930s to the 1970s, a single dominant party 
that practically monopolizes government is matched against several 
Opposition parties that cannot win a national election but carry on 
more or less effective criticism in the legislature. In a few countries, 
like the Federal Republic of Germany most of the time from the 1950s 
through the 1980s, there are two major parties, neither of which 
usually quite achieves majority status, and a third party that normally 
holds the balance of power. Among major and middle-sized coun- 
tries, only the United States, Britain, and some of the British com- 
monwealths have usually maintained systems under which two major 
parties regularly compete for national power and between them hold 
most elected offices. (Even in these countries,-of course, the identity 
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of the major parties has sometimes changed: the Republicans re- 
placing the Whigs in the United States in the 1850s, and Labour suc- 
ceeding the Liberals as the second major party in Britain in the 1920s.) 

What conditions foster development of a two-party system? Maur- 
ice Duverger, the great French scholar of parties, argued, in what is 
now known as Duverger’s law, that an electoral structure in which 
victory is won by a simple plurality (‘‘first past the post’’) in a single- 
round election strongly favors two-party oligopoly. The motivating 
factor in the tendency that Duverger described is that most voters 
are reluctant to “throw away their ballot” and so vote for a candidate 
who has an actual chance of winning—under such an electoral ar- 
rangement, usually a candidate of one of the two major parties.™ 

Structures that provide two rounds of elections, as have existed 
from time to time in France, encourage voters in the first round to 
cast their ballots for the party that most closely represents their point 
of view, regardless of chances of ultimate election, and lead to the 
preservation of multiple parties. Structures employing some form 
of proportional representation (“P.R.”), now used by most European 
democracies, through which seats in the legislature are distributed 
among parties in proportion to the number of votes cast for party 
lists, attract minor parties to enter elections in hopes of getting 
enough votes to qualify for at least a few seats. (In some countries 
that use P.R., such as Israel and Germany, ‘‘threshold”’ provisions 
require that a party reach a certain percentage of the vote to qualify 
for representation. ) 

Duverger’s law certainly seems to provide part of the reason for 
the normal maintenance of two-party systems in the United States, 
Britain, Australia, and New Zealand. But as Duverger himself con- 
ceded, its effects are not invariable. Canada, which uses the simple- 
plurality one-round system, has generally had two major parties 
(actually, sometimes only one), but since the 1930s several minor 
parties have been represented in Parliament, and at times the left- 
wing New Democratic party has held the balance of power. Even 
in Britain the two-party system has not been as stable as in the United 
States. At least one minor party has always been represented in the 
House of Commons, and during the 1980s the centrist Alliance some- 
times seemed within hailing distance of achieving parity with the 
Conservatives and Labour. 

In the United States since the present two-party system took shape 
after the Civil War, third and even fourth parties have from time to 
time played significant roles in presidential elections, notably in 1892, 
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1912, 1924, 1948, and 1968. At the state and local levels, parties 
outside the system, like the Liberals and Conservatives in New York, 
the Farmer-Labor party in Minnesota, and the Progressive party in 
Wisconsin, have achieved substantial influence and sometimes have 
won elections. The Libertarian party during the 1980s elected more 
than 70 candidates to local offices and three state legislators in Alaska. 
As noted in Chapter 1, independents nominally identified with third 
parties won the governorships of Connecticut and Alaska in 1990. 
But the normal dominance of the two-party system at the national 
level, and usually at the state and local levels also, has usually pre- 
vailed for more than a century. Why is this so? 

The presence in American political culture of two competing ide- 
ological traditions, the liberal and the republican, which this book 
will describe, has made a two-party system in a sense natural to 
American democracy. But political utility by itself would probably 
not have been sufficient to counteract the many centrifugal social and 
economic forces in American life if the two-party system had not 
also been supported by sturdy institutional devices. 

The two major parties have taken pains to assure that election 
laws, such as the campaign finance acts of 1971 and 1974, give them 
formidable structural advantages over new or minor parties outside 
the system. The organization along party lines of most legislative 
bodies above the local level induces most members to join one major 
party caucus or the other. But the most important institutional reason 
for the continued dominance of the two-party system in the United 
States is the electoral college. 


THE VALUE OF THE ELECTORAL COLLEGE 


When the framers of the Constitution determined how national of- 
ficers were to be elected, they purposely designed different systems 
for President and Vice President, the House of Representatives, and 
the Senate. Members of the House, intended to be closest to the 
general public, were to be elected from districts apportioned on the 
basis of population by voters meeting the “qualifications requisite 
for electors of the most numerous branch of the State Legislature.” 
Senators, whom the framers meant to raise above transitory shifts 
in public opinion and to represent the states rather than individual 
voters, were to be elected, two to a state, by state legislatures for 
terms of six years, with one-third of the total body to be chosen 
every two years. (This system of elections for the Senate continued 
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until the Seventeenth Amendment replaced it with direct popular 
elections in 1913.) For the executive offices of President and Vice 
President, the framers conceived a system of election that they be- 
lieved would place the process well above the pressures of ordinary 
politics. 

In the first stage of the presidential election system, each state was 
to select, through means of its own devising, “‘a number of electors, 
equal to the whole number of Senators and Representatives to which 
the State may be entitled in Congress... .”” To help minimize the 
influence of career politicians, senators, representatives, and persons 
“holding an office of trust or confidence under the United States” 
were prohibited from serving as electors. Once chosen, the electors 
were to meet “‘in their respective States’—not as a single body in 
the national capital, which the framers feared might offer a stage for 
unseemly politicking. Each elector was to cast a ballot for two choices 
for President, without indication of preference. Votes were to be 
tallied and the count forwarded to the president of the Senate (else- 
where designated as the Vice President of the United States). 

In “the presence of the Senate and the House of Representa- 
tives, . . . the votes” were to then be counted. (Probably through 
oversight, the Constitution does not specify who was to do the 
counting—later causing much mischief.) If any one person was found 
to have received the votes of a majority of the electors, that person 
was to be declared President. But since each elector had voted for 
two persons, there was at least a possibility (soon to be realized) that 
two candidates would have a majority and that the two would have 
the same number of votes. If this should happen, the House of Rep- 
resentatives was to elect one of the two as President, with the House 
delegation from each state voting as a unit and casting one vote 
(thereby giving the smallest state the same weight as the largest). If, 
on the other hand, no person had a majority at this stage—which 
the framers probably expected would happen more often than not— 
the House, voting in the same way as above, was to elect the President 
from among the five with the highest number of electoral votes. 

After the President was chosen, the person with the second-highest 
number of electoral votes was to be named Vice President. If there 
was a tie for second place, the Senate would elect the Vice President 
from those who were tied. 

Through this remarkably complex system of election, the framers 
clearly meant to provide for choice of the President and Vice Pres- 
ident from and by “‘the best and the brightest.” The electoral college, 
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James Sundquist has observed, was expected to “function as a more 
elaborate version of a civic club’s nominating committee or an in- 
stitution’s search committee.” James Madison explained with satis- 
faction that since “‘the electors would be chosen for the occasion, 
would meet at once, and proceed immediately to an appointment,” 
the system would offer “very little opportunity for cabal, or cor- 
ruption. = 

The President would be the person chosen by his peers as the most 
qualified in the land. And the person deemed second most qualified 
would serve as Vice President, incidentally available to succeed if 
something should happen to the President, but more importantly 
exercising his governmental skills and judgment in the next-to-high- 
est office. 

The presidential election system designed by the framers soon 
began to malfunction and within a few years was drastically over- 
hauled by the Twelfth Amendment. What was not changed, how- 
ever, was the electoral college. Presidents were still to be elected if 
one individual achieved a majority at the first stage by electors chosen 
for that purpose by the states, with the means for picking electors 
left to the discretion of each state—and still are so elected today. 

The electoral college never worked as the framers intended, except 
perhaps in the first two presidential elections. By the third election, 
in 1796, the Federalists and the Republicans were running competing 
slates of candidates for electors. Soon the very names of the candi- 
dates for elector were unknown to the vast majority of voters, who 
cast their ballots for party tickets for President and Vice President 
that the electors were pledged to support. Electors were legally en- 
titled to vote in the electoral college for anyone they preferred—and 
over the years a few, the so-called “‘faithless”’ electors, have kicked 
over the traces and voted for someone other than the candidate in 
support of whose ticket they were elected. (The most recent instance 
occurred in 1988 when a West Virginia Democratic elector voted for 
Lloyd Bentsen rather than Michael Dukakis for President, as a means, 
she said, of protesting the undemocratic nature of the electoral college 
system.) But the great majority, picked for party regularity as well 
as party service, have loyally cast their ballots for their party’s nom- 
inees. 

In the early years, the states used a variety of means for choosing 
among party slates of electors. In the first two elections, 1789 and 
1792, about half the states chose electors through direct popular 
election and the other half by vote of the state legislature. Among 
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those holding direct elections, about half chose the state’s entire slate 
of electors at large, and about half elected by congressional districts. 
By the time of Martin Van Buren’s election in 1836, all states except 
South Carolina, where the choice was still made by the legislature, 
had gone to direct at-large elections. After the Civil War, South 
Carolina fell into line. Since that time, all electoral votes, except for 
the handful of “faithless”? and a few other very minor exceptions, 
have been cast in state blocs for whichever party ticket wins a plurality 
in each state.* 

The electoral college system has been hotly criticized by political 
scientists, politicians, journalists, and a great many ordinary citizens 
for being undemocratic, irrational, and outmoded. I have written 
elsewhere that I think it has some merits, at least in comparison to 
all proposed alternatives, but I will not go far into that argument 
here. Probably the most important practical effect of the electoral 
college—and one of the reasons I think there is much to be said in 
its favor—is that it has strongly reinforced the two-party system, 
already favored in the United States by use of first-past-the-post one- 
round elections for most state and federal offices.” 

This result was completely unplanned and unforeseen by the fra- 
mers. But statewide at-large election of presidential electors has nor- 
mally given an almost unassailable advantage in most states to 
candidates for President nominated by one of the major parties. The 
chief exceptions have been regional candidates like George Wallace 
in 1968, who ran on the ticket of the segregationist American In- 
dependent party and carried five southern states. But regional can- 
didates by their nature have usually not been competitive in most of 
the country. 

Presidential aspirants representing specialized interests or points 
of view, like Jesse Jackson and Pat Robertson in 1988, usually pursue 
their ambitions within one of the major parties, because under the 
electoral college system they could win few if any electoral college 
votes as third-party candidates. If Presidents were directly elected, 
with or without a runoff, or if electors were chosen by congressional 
district or distributed in each state in proportion to the percentage 
of the vote won by each ticket, candidates commanding as little as 
5 percent of the total vote would be in a strong bargaining position 
and in a close contest could tip the election either way. There would 
then, not certainly but probably, soon be at the presidential level a 
religious fundamentalist party, an African party, perhaps a Hispanic 
party, a feminist party, perhaps a Christian Democratic party, a labor 
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party, a libertarian party (with greater electoral clout than the body 
now bearing that label), an environmentalist party, perhaps a ban- 
the-bomb party, and so on, trailing off to political infinity. The kind 
of social pressures that produce numerous parties in relatively ho- 
mogeneous countries like the Netherlands and Denmark would sim- 
ply be uncontrollable in a country as mixed and varied as the United 
States. Once the two-party system had disintegrated at the presi- 
dential level, it could hardly be maintained for long at the congres- 
sional or state or local levels. The tendency of a first-by-the-post 
one-round electoral structure to favor a two-party system would not 
suffice to overcome pressures generating multiple parties—no more 
than it has in Canada. 

The electoral college, entirely by accident, has been the linchpin 
of the American two-party system. If it is ever pulled, the two-party 
system will probably go with it. Some politicians, such as George 
Wallace and Jesse Jackson, and some political scientists, such as Robert 
Dahl and Theodore Lowi, have at times argued that this would be 
a very good thing. I will return to this argument in the final chapter. 


Sy THREE X 


The First Parties 


Federalists and Republicans 


THE FUTURE DEVELOPMENT of a two-party system was not foreseen, 
even dimly, when the first electoral college gathered in February 
1789. George Washington of Virginia was elected President, and John 
Adams of Massachusetts, Vice President. Washington received the 
votes of all 69 participating electors. Adams, in second place, was 
strongly backed by New England, Pennsylvania, and Virginia for 
34 votes. The remaining votes were scattered among ten others. 

The United States appeared headed toward being a one-party de- 
mocracy. At least 18 of the 24 members of the first Senate and 37 of 
the 65 members of the House of Representatives identified with the 
Federalist party that had won ratification of the Constitution. ! 

The Antifederalists were in disarray. The strongest potential leader 
of a political opposition, Thomas Jefferson, had been persuaded by 
President Washington to join the administration as secretary of state. 
Under the circumstances, the Federalist party could fairly claim to 
be essentially identical with the political nation—as the Founders had 
intended. That is, the Federalists in 1789 were not a party in the 
Founders’ pejorative sense but a kind of committee or club formed 
to manage the national polity. 

Before the First Congress had concluded its business in March 
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1791, tensions and cleavages had developed within the political com- 
munity. At first these reflected ‘‘rival claims for pre-eminence” 
among the four largest states, Virginia, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, 
and New York. Soon, however, an ideological divide began to form 
in response to the ambitious economic program proposed by Alex- 
ander Hamilton, secretary of the treasury and dominant intellectual 
force within the administration. This division was caused in part by 
personal rivalries. Long after, John Quincy Adams traced the begin- 
ning of parties to the fact that, unlike his father John Adams, Ham- 
ilton and Jefferson were “spurred to the rowels by rival and antagonist 
ambition: 

But important substantive differences, rooted in the competition 
between what were to become the republican and liberal ideological 
traditions, also separated the two groups. 


HAMILTON V. JEFFERSON 


Hamilton’s economic program included formation of a national bank, 
assumption of prior national and state debts by the federal govern- 
ment (bringing huge profits to speculators who had invested in these 
securities when their market value was low), and enactment of a tax 
on whiskey (shifting some of the tax burden from northeastern busi- 
ness to western farmers). The program was immediately attacked 
by those who feared collaboration between a relatively strong na- 
tional government and aggressive business interests. Critics accused 
the dynamic young secretary of the treasury—Hamilton was only 
34 when the administration took office—of being a secret monarchist 
and an aspiring Julius Caesar.? 

Hamilton argued that government support for commerce and 
manufacturing served the long-term interest of the entire nation. 
“Everything tending . . . to increase the total mass of industry and 
opulence,” he wrote, ‘‘is ultimately beneficial to every part of it.” 
Though a political Whig (he had, after all, been a military hero of 
the Revolution, as well as Washington’s favorite aide), Hamilton was 
of the school of Whiggery that attached little value to social equality. 
Rising from humble origins (the “bastard brat of a Scotch pedlar,” 
John Adams, his reluctant sometime political collaborator, sarcasti- 
cally described him), he had, through marriage to the daughter of 
General Philip Schuyler and his own gifts of personality and intellect, 
positioned himself at the apex of the conservative New York society 
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that had taken the place of the DeLancey connection after the Rev- 
olution.‘ 

Hamilton’s view of the rich was not particularly flattering, but he 
had no doubt that enlisting the interest of wealthy investors and 
enterprises was vital to the success of the new nation. He minced no 
words. “Look through the rich and the poor of the community; the 
learned and the ignorant,” he told the New York convention con- 
sidering ratification of the Constitution in 1788. “The difference 
indeed consists, not in the quality but kind of vices . . . ; and here 
the advantage of character belongs to the wealthy. Their vices are 
probably more favorable to the prosperity of the state, than those of 
the indigent; and partake less of moral depravity. ”5 

The core of Hamilton’s political philosophy from the moment he 
entered public life was his commitment to a strong national govern- 
ment. “In every civil society,” he wrote, “there must be a supreme 
power, to which all members of that society are subject; for, oth- 
erwise, there could be no supremacy, or subordination, that is no 
government at all.” Like all Whigs, he acknowledged the danger of 
giving too much power to the state. But “powers must be granted, 
or civil society cannot exist; the possibility of abuse is no argument 
against the thing.” His efforts in the Washington administration were 
concentrated on building a robust national economy, but his ultimate 
goals were always political. The national bank, he wrote, “‘is not a 
mere matter of private property, but a political machine of the greatest 
importance to the state.’”® 

Thomas Jefferson, member by birth of Virginia’s higher gentry, 
at first gave gingerly support to part of Hamilton’s program. In 
return for locating the new national capital in a federal district on 
the banks of the Potomac River between Virginia and Maryland, 
Jefferson helped get the administration’s proposal for federal as- 
sumption of state debts through Congress. By February 1791, how- 
ever, Jefferson was writing privately to Robert Livingston in New 
York: “Are the people in your quarter as well contented with the 
proceedings of our government as their representatives say they are? 
There is a mass of discontent gathered in the South, and how and 
when it will break God knows.” At the same time he queried his 
old political ally in Virginia, George Mason: “What is said in our 
country on the fiscal arrangements now going on?.. . The only 
corrective of what is corrupt in our present form of government will 
be the augmentation of the numbers in the lower house, so as to get 
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a more agricultural representation, which may put that interest above 
that of the stock-jobbers.’”’ 

In May 1791, Jefferson set out with his friend, James Madison, on 
a trip to Lake Champlain, the Connecticut Valley, and Long Island, 
“to observe the vegetation and the wild life of the region.” Madison, 
a member of the House of Representatives from Virginia (having 
been blocked from election to the Senate by Patrick Henry), had 
begun to speak out against some items in Hamilton’s program, in- 
cluding the national bank and federal assumption of state debts. The 
trip involved a stopover of several days in New York City. While 
there, Jefferson and Madison seem to have met with Robert Liv- 
ingston and George Clinton, who were trying to settle their differ- 
ences and make common cause against the Schuylers and Hamilton. 
They also visitied newly elected Senator Aaron Burr, an audacious 
schemer who was building his own political machine among the 
urban masses (including the Tammany Society, founded to promote 
equalitarian ideals). “There was every appearance,” one of Hamil- 
ton’s lieutenants reported to him, “‘of a passionate courtship between 
the Chancellor [Livingston], Burr, Jefferson, and Madison when the 
two latter were in town. . . . Delendo est Carthago I suppose is the 
maxim adopted with respect to you.’’® Noble Cunningham, historian 
of the Jeffersonian Republicans, has expressed doubt that much real 
political business was transacted, pointing out that Jefferson made 
no political references to the trip in his correspondence while leaving 
“an abundance of notes on the types of trees, flowers, and other 
plantilife... .) onthe size of lakes, and on the type of soil.” Even 
so, the meetings among the New York and Virginia leaders, however 
informal, were among the most fateful in American political history. 
The first links were forged in an alliance that was to last, in one form 
or another, for almost 150 years and that was to be a major shaping 
force in national politics from the administration of Jefferson to that 
of Franklin Roosevelt.? 


MADISON IN OPPOSITION 


The national bank, the centerpiece of Hamilton’s program, had been 
approved a few days before the First Congress wound up its business 
in March. But the midterm congressional elections produced some 
of the “augmentation” that Jefferson had hoped for. 

Madison became de facto leader of the opposition in the House 
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during the Second Congress. Analysis of roll-call votes shows that 
of the 65 members of the House, 17 usually voted with Madison, 
1§ consistently voted against him, and the rest shifted back and forth 
depending on the issue. “We have,” wrote Fisher Ames, Federalist 
member of the House from Massachusetts, “nearly twenty Antis, 
dragons watching the tree of liberty, and who consider every strong 
measure and almost every ordinary one as an attempt to rob the tree 
of its fair fruit.” Most members from Virginia, North Carolina, and 
Georgia, and a few from Pennsylvania and New York, usually fol- 
lowed Madison’s lead. Only the delegations from New England were 
solidly against him. “It was not till the last session,” Hamilton wrote 
in May 1792, “‘that I became unequivocally convinced of the follow- 
ing truth: that Mr. Madison, cooperating with Mr. Jefferson, is at 
the head of a faction decidedly hostile to me and my administration; 
and actuated by views, in my judgment, subversive to the principles 
of good government and dangerous to the union, peace, and hap- 
piness of the country.’’!° 

At about this time the two emerging groups acquired auxiliaries 
among the press—beginning the long and intimate relationship that 
was to exist between the press and party politics in the United States. 
John Fenno’s Gazette of the United States, published in Philadelphia, 
and richly favored with government advertising from Hamilton’s 
Treasury Department, became a spirited advocate of the adminis- 
tration’s program. It was, Jefferson complained privately, “a paper 
of pure Toryism, disseminating the doctrines of monarchy, aristoc- 
racy, and the exclusion of the influence of the people.” Seeking to 
offset the influence of Fenno’s paper, Jefferson invited Madison’s 
Princeton classmate, Philip Freneau, “the poet of the Revolution,” 
to come down from New York to Philadelphia to start a rival sheet. 
To make the venture financially feasible for Freneau, Jefferson put 
him on the State Department payroll as a “translator clerk.” In the 
spring of 1792, the new paper, called the National Gazette, began 
attacking not only Hamilton and the national bank but “stockholders 
and speculators [occupying] seats in the Congress.’”!! 

Madison contributed to the National Gazette an article calling for 
laws to prevent “an immoderate, and especially unmerited, accu- 
mulation of riches” and “to reduce extreme wealth toward a state of 
mediocrity, and raise extreme indigence toward a state of comfort.”’ 
Such laws, he said, would head off the development of parties. But 
in a second article he identified two “natural” parties that he claimed 
exist in ‘most political societies” and are “‘likely to be of some du- 
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ration in ours.” On one side were persons “more partial to the 
opulent than to the other classes of societies,” who, “having de- 
bauched themselves into a persuasion that mankind are incapable of 
governing themselves,” relied politically on “the pageantry of rank, 
the influence of money and emolument, and the terror of military 
force.” Against these were arrayed the “friends to republican gov- 
ernment,’’ who represented the interest of “‘the mass of the people 
in every part of the union.” The anti-republicans, “by reviving ex- 
ploded parties” and through their access to wealth, might tempo- 
rarily hold political power. But since the republicans’ “superiority 
of numbers is so great, their sentiments . . . so decided, . . . no tem- 
perate observer of human affairs will be surprised if the issue in 
present instance should be reversed, and the government be admin- 
istered in the spirit and form approved by the great body of the 
people: 

What had become of the earnest young conservative of The Fed- 
eralist, who had been so eager to protect the rights of the affluent 
minority against the “‘passion or interest in a majority”? In the first 
place, Madison even in 1787 had not been as conservative as the 
well-known Federalist Ten and Fifty-one make him sound. Having 
assured the well-off minority that their interests would be protected 
under the proposed Constitution, he shifted in later letters to identify 
with the sentiments of the less well-off majority. In Federalist Fifty- 
two, he argued that the House of Representatives because of frequent 
elections would “have an immediate dependence on, and an intimate 
sympathy with, the people.” In Federalist Fifty-seven he pointed out 
that the voters electing members of the House would be “not the 
rich, more than the poor; not the learned, more than the ignorant; 
not the haughty heirs of distinguished names, more than the humble 
sons of obscurity and unpropritious fortune. ”!3 Once the Constitu- 
tion was approved and the new government launched, Madison 
drafted and took the lead in enacting the Bill of Rights. 

Nevertheless, the difference in ideological point of view between 
the Madison of 1787 and the Madison of 1792 seems inescapable. 
Some personal factors may have been involved: In the early 1790s 
Madison was losing out to Hamilton as Washington’s most trusted 
adviser, and Jefferson, who had been in Paris in 1787, was on the 
scene, no doubt exerting strong influence on his younger associate. 
(Jefferson was 47 in 1790; Madison, 39.) Or deeper thought and 
experience may have led Madison to feel greater sympathy for the 
poor. Madison’s own explanation, given near-the end of his life, was 
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that his apparent change was only a response to the radical direction 
in which Hamilton was leading the government: “I abandoned Colo- 
nel Hamilton—or Colonel Hamilton abandoned me—in a word, we 
parted—upon its plainly becoming his purpose to administer the 
government into a thing totally different from that which he and I 
both knew perfectly well had been understood and intended by the 
Convention which framed it, and by the people in adopting it.’’"* 

Beyond all these factors, Madison may by 1792 have developed a 
different understanding of the power relationships in the Republic 
than he had held when he contributed to The Federalist. In 1787 he 
had identified, at least partly, with the interest of the planter class of 
Virginia, which might be threatened by a local version of Shays’ 
Rebellion. After serving for several years in the House of Represen- 
tatives, first in New York and then in Philadelphia, he may have 
concluded that the Virginia way of life was challenged less by eco- 
nomic have-nots, or have-—lesses, than by the growing force of New 
York and New England mercantile capitalism. If libertarian repub- 
licanism of the kind cherished by the Virginians—which Madison 
probably valued at least as much on moral as on economic grounds— 
was to be maintained, it would need allies against the aggressive 
financiers and industrialists of the North for whom Hamilton spoke. 
Where better to find these than among the have-nots and have- 
lesses, particularly among the small farmers in the inland valleys, 
but also among the masses whom Burr and others had begun to 
organize, who were the capitalists’ natural antagonists within their 
own bailiwicks? If the Clintons and the Burrs, along with the upper- 
class northern libertarians like the Livingstons, could be aligned with 
the South, the “superiority of numbers” that Madison claimed for 
“republicanism” might well be preserved. 

The ticking time bomb in this prospect, of course, was slavery. 
How could southern libertarians claim with a straight face to cham- 
pion the interest of economic have-nots when they consented to, 
indeed lived off, a system based on the ruthless exploitation of more 
than half a million enslaved blacks? The more thoughtful among the 
upper-class southerners recognized this paradox but looked to time 
for its solution. Jefferson’s words are well known: “I tremble for my 
country when I reflect that God is just; that his justice can not sleep 
for ever. . . .”’ Madison’s less so: “We have seen the mere distinction 
of colour made in the most enlightened period of time, a ground of 
the most oppressive dominion ever exercised of man over man.” 
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But: “Great as the evil is, dismemberment of the union would be 
worse.” 


“THE CAUSE OF MAN” 


In the second presidential election, in 1792, the opposition to Fed- 
eralist domination was considerably better organized than it had been 
four years before. Aaron Burr indicated some interest in opposing 
Adams for Vice President. But a caucus in Philadelphia of leaders of 
“the republican interest,” or party, as opponents of the administra- 
tion were coming to be known, determined “‘to exert every endeavor 
for Mr. Clinton, and to drop all thoughts of Mr. Burr.” Washington 
again was supported by all 132 participating electors, and Adams 
was safely reelected as Vice President with 77 votes. But George 
Clinton obtained all the votes of New York, Virginia, North Car- 
olina, and Georgia, and one from Pennsylvania, for a total of ṣo. 
The opposition coalition that had taken shape in Congress was en- 
tering presidential politics. t6 

Party divisions were deepened and made more passionate in re- 
sponse to revolutionary France’s declaration of war on Britain in 
1793. Many Americans had regarded the French Revolution of 1789 
as a continuation of the struggle that had begun in America in 1776. 
Tom Paine’s participation in the new rebellion seemed to signify the 
extension of liberal ideals. Even when the French revolutionaries 
attacked not only monarchy but traditional Christianity, many en- 
thusiasts for democracy in the United States, John Trumbull of Con- 
necticut critically observed, “threw up their caps, and cried, 
‘glorious, glorious, sister republic.’ 17 

From the start, some American conservatives and moderates ex- 
pressed reservations about the direction of the French Revolution. 
“I know not,” John Adams wrote in 1790, “what to make of a 
republic of thirty million atheists.” As the murderous details of the 
Terror of 1793 became known, such reservations increased and 
spread.” 

Among political equalitarians, and among much of the public, 
however, support for the Revolution remained strong. Early in 1793, 
Jefferson justified the Terror: 


In the struggle which was necessary, many guilty persons fell without 
the forms of trial, and with them some innocent. These I deplore as 
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much as any body. . . . But I deplore them as I should have done had 
they fallen in battle. It was necessary to use the arm of the people, a 
machine not quite so blind as balls and bombs, but blind to a certain 
degree. The liberty of the whole earth was depending on the outcome 
of the contest, and was ever such a prize won with so little innocent 
blood? My own affections have been deeply wounded by some of the 
martyrs to this case, but rather than it should have failed, I would 
have seen half the earth desolated.'” 


When war came between France and Britain a few months later, 
many thought the United States should pitch in on the French side. 
Washington, however, on the grounds of prudence as well as moral 
judgment, swiftly declared American neutrality. Jefferson, still sec- 
retary of state, supported the decision. Many among his followers 
were not so temperate. ““The cause of France is the cause of man 
declared a republican journal in western Pennsylvania, “‘and neu- 
trality is desertion.”’”° 

The arrival of “Citizen” Genet, the new French ambassador, in 
Charleston on the day Washington declared neutrality set off tu- 
multuous demonstrations in support of France. Traveling trium- 
phantly up the east coast to Philadelphia, Genet openly commissioned 
privateers to prey on British shipping and urged Americans to join 
French forces in Louisiana for an attack on New Orleans, then owned 
by Spain. At a banquet held to honor the ambassador in Philadelphia, 
Freneau read his translation of a French revolutionary ode, “‘while 
the red cap was passed from head to head.” At another banquet, 
“guests marched round and round an obelisk, singing the ‘Marseil- 
laise,’ and staggering a little from the effects of revolutionary toasts.” 
John Adams, perhaps overexcited, was sure that only the scourge of 
yellow fever prevented an actual rebellion. He later wrote: 


You certainly never felt the Terrorism, excited by Genet, in 1793, 
when ten thousand People in the streets of Philadelphia, day after day, 
threatened to drag Washington out of his House, and effect a Revo- 
lution in the Government, or compell it to declare war in favour of 
the French Revolution and against England. The coolest and the 
firmest Minds, even among the Quakers in Philadelphia, have given 
their Opinions to me, that nothing but the Yellow Fever... could 
have saved the United States from a total Revolution of Government.” 


Supporters of the French cause in Philadelphia formed a political 
club which they called the “Democratic Society.” Philadelphia soon 
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had two Democratic societies, one English-speaking and the other 
German-speaking. Similar clubs, taking the names Democratic or 
Republican, sprang up all over the country, numbering 35 by the 
end of 1794. These clubs were active in several congressional cam- 
paigns in 1794, always on behalf of Republican candidates. In New 
York the emerging parties were for a time identified as “Gallician” 
or “Anti-Gallician.” In Charleston the local Democratic club peti- 
tioned to be adopted by the Jacobin club in Paris. Hot-blooded South 
Carolina Democrats toasted the guillotine as the proper fate for ‘‘all 
tyrants plundering, and funding speculators.” Genet’s subsequent 
marriage to George Clinton’s daughter Cornelia (after the fall of the 
Jacobins in France had made it imprudent for him to return home) 
neatly symbolized the union of equalitarian spirit in the two coun- 
tries. The war between France and England “kindled and brought 
forward the two parties,” Jefferson wrote to James Monroe in 1793, 
“with an ardor which our own interests merely, could never ex- 
ete” 


THE REPUBLICAN INTEREST 


The Whiskey Insurrection in western Pennsylvania in 1794 (set off 
by farmers furious over the federal levy on whiskey, their principal 
means for converting grain into a marketable commodity), and con- 
troversy over the commercial treaty negotiated by John Jay with 
Britain in 1795, further hardened party lines. Madison and other 
Republican strategists (not yet including Jefferson) saw that the key 
to defeating the Federalists was to combine the old Antifederalist base 
with former Federalists who had grown dissatisfied with some, or 
all, policies of the Washington administration. 

Some modern scholars have doubted that there was much con- 
nection between the Antifederalists and the Republicans of the 1790s, 
pointing out that a few leading Antifederalists crossed over to the 
Federalist side and that Madison and some others who argued for 
ratification became Republicans. Except in New England, however, 
the great majority of Antifederalists seem to have moved smoothly 
into Republican ranks, including such future party leaders as James 
Monroe of Virginia and Albert Gallatin of Pennsylvania. In New 
York the old Clintonian party became “the center of the Republican 
interest.” (Jefferson, however, warned Madison that “the cause of 
republicanism will suffer and its votaries be thrown into schism by 
embarking it in support of this man,” and Monroe told Jefferson 
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that he found Clinton’s character “highly exceptionable.’’) The Liv- 
ingstons, following Chancellor Livingston’s dictum to “‘yield to the 
torrent if they hoped to direct its course,” joined the Clintonians 
and Burr in the new alignment. In Pennsylvania, remaining sup- 
porters of the radical state constitution of 1776, including Scotch- 
Irish Presbyterians in the west, joined forces with the newly orga- 
nized Democratic clubs. In Virginia, enough Antifederalists lined up 
with Madison and his followers to make the Republicans the majority 
party in 1795 (though the Federalists retained pockets of strength in 
the tidewater and the Shenandoah Valley). In Massachusetts, John 
Adams claimed, his cousin Sam Adams and John Hancock were 
conspiring with other “Detesters of the present national Govern- 
ment” to oust the Federalists at both the national and state levels so 
that “the Stone House Faction [Hancock’s mansion on Beacon Hill 
was built of granite] will be sure of all the Loaves and Fishes, in the 
national Government and the State Government as they hope.’’” 

In the fall of 1793, Jefferson, complaining that Hamilton was gain- 
ing control over foreign as well as domestic policy, resigned as sec- 
retary of state. In 1794 Hamilton, too, left the administration, but 
he kept close ties with Washington and saw to it that the cabinet was 
packed with reliable Federalists. ““General Washington,” Jefferson 
observed, “‘after the retirement of his first cabinet and the compo- 
sition of his second, entirely Federal, ... had no opportunity of 
hearing both sides of any question. His measures consequently took 
more the hue of the party in whose hands he was.” 

Washington continued to regard himself as above parties and to 
deplore the development of party spirit in the nation. In 1794 he 
lashed out at the Democratic clubs, which he characterized as ‘“‘self- 
created societies,” formed to undermine the government. He iden- 
tified the clubs with the recently suppressed Whiskey Insurrection, 
which he said had been “‘fomented by combinations of men who, 
regardless of consequences and disregarding the unerring truth that 
those who rouse cannot always appease a civil convulsion, have dis- 
seminated, from an ignorance or perversion of facts, suspicions, 
jealousies, and accusations of the whole Government.’’” 

Madison reacted angrily that the administration’s “game” was “‘to 
connect the democratic societies with the odium of the insurrection, 
to connect the Republicans in Congress with these societies, [and] 
to put the President ostensibly at the head of the other party in 
opposition to both.” Theodore Sedgwick of Massachusetts, now 
Federalist whip in the Senate, remarked with satisfaction: “Poor Mad- 


The First Parties 49 


ison is indeed very much chagrined and mortified, but not disheart- 
ened. He has been calling out for several days past the Sans Cullotes 
of the House one after another. This has been invariably the prelude 
to some effort to do mischief.’ 

Jefferson increasingly shared Madison’s view that the administra- 
tion, and indeed Washington himself, had deserted true republican 
principles. “In place of that noble love of liberty and republican 
Government which carried us triumphantly through the war,” he 
wrote privately in the spring of 1796, “an Anglican, Monarchical 
and Aristocratical party has sprung up, whose avowed subject is to 
draw over us the substance as they have already done the forms of 
the British government.” On the side of the Federalists Jefferson 
included “‘all the officers of the government, all who want to be 
officers, all timid men who prefer the calm of despotism to the 
boisterous sea of liberty, British merchants, and Americans trading 
on British capital, speculators, and holders in the banks and public 
funds. ...” To these he added “‘apostates who have gone over to 
these heresies; men who were Samsons in the field, and Solomons 
in the council, but who have had their heads shorn by the harlot 
England’’—apparently with Washington specifically in mind. But 
Jefferson did not despair. “The main body of our citizens . . . remain 
true to their republican principles. The whole landed interest is re- 
publican, and so is a great mass of talent.’’2’ 

Albert Gallatin of western Pennsylvania, a rising star among the 
Republicans who had already called Hamilton “the Judas Iscariot of 
our country,” asked if Washington might “become the tyrant instead 
of the saviour of his country.” Paine, writing from France, where 
things were going badly for him, joined the attack. From the time 
of the Revolution, he maintained, Washington had been a “hypo- 
crite” who would “desert a man or a cause with constitutional in- 
difference.” 

Perhaps saddened by these reproaches and suffering the effects of 
advancing age, Washington decided not to allow his name to go 
forward for a third term. He used the occasion of his retirement 
from public life to deliver his final advice to the American people. 
The Farewell Address (never actually given as a speech, but published 
in newspapers) was based on a draft written by Madison in 1792 and 
substantially revised by Hamilton in 1796. The sentiments and the 
final language were Washington’s own. 

After warning against “foreign alliances, attachments, and in- 
trigues’’ and recommending avoidance of “overgrown military es- 
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tablishments,”” Washington turned his attention to political parties. 
In their efforts to ‘‘direct, control, counteract, or awe the regular 
deliberations and actions of the constituted authorities,” he said, 
parties ‘‘serve to organize faction, to give it an artificial and extraor- 
dinary force, to put in the place of the delegated will of the Nation 
the will of a party, often a small but artful and enterprising minority 
of the community. . . .”’ Parties “may now and then answer popular 
ends,” but “they are likely, in the course of time and things, to 
become potent engines by which cunning, ambitious, and unprin- 
cipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people and 
to usurp for themselves the reins of government. . . .”’ The spirit of 
party, ‘unfortunately, is inseparable from our nature, having its roots 
in the strongest passions of the human mind.” But “the common 
and continual mischiefs” of this spirit “‘are sufficient to make it the 
interest and duty of a wise people to discourage and restrain it.”’” 


THE SEDITION ACT 


Although Washington did not announce his intention to step down 
until a few weeks before the election, both parties proceeded through- 
out 1796 on the assumption that he would not seek a third term. “It 
is now generally understood,” Madison wrote to Monroe in May, 
“that the President will retire. Jefferson is the object on one side, 
Adams apparently on the other.” Federalist members of Congress 
agreed at an informal meeting in Philadelphia that their party’s elec- 
tors would cast ballots for Adams and Thomas Pinckney of South 
Carolina, with the understanding that Adams was to become Pres- 
ident. The Republicans seem to have had no doubt that Jefferson 
would be their candidate for President, but congressional Republicans 
met in Philadelphia to try to reach agreement on a running mate. 
Chancellor Livingston had substantial support but was blocked by 
Burr from receiving unified backing from New York. Burr, in turn, 
was regarded by some of the southerners as “unsettled in his politics. ” 
The meeting adjourned without reaching agreement.” 

In the campaign that followed, a few candidates for elector refused 
to announce their choice in advance—like the candidate in Maryland 
who promised only that he would “‘vote for that man, who to my 
judgment, after all I can obtain, shall appear best qualified, and likely 
to support the honor, and to preserve and promote the freedom, the 
tranquility, and the prosperity of our common country.” But most 
identified openly with one party or the other—like the Massachusetts 
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candidate who placed a newspaper announcement that his vote would 
be for “uniform Federalism”; or the Maryland aspirant who assured 
a Baltimore paper that he was “decidedly in favor of Jefferson. ”?! 

Neither Adams nor Jefferson conducted an active campaign. Jef- 
ferson, who had tried to dissuade his friends from putting up his 
name, wrote to Madison from Monticello: ‘“There is nothing I so 
anxiously hope, as that my name may come out either second or 
third. These would be indifferent to me; as the last would leave me 
at home the whole year, and the other two-thirds of it.” The Fed- 
eralists seem to have relied on the influence of local notables to carry 
their ticket to victory. The Republican organizations in several states, 
in contrast, campaigned vigorously to turn out votes for Jefferson. 
Gallatin reported that he had been “‘tolerably industrious” in western 
Pennsylvania. Burr barnstormed through Connecticut, Rhode Island, 
Massachusetts, and Vermont. ?? 

When the electoral college met, Adams, carrying all of New En- 
gland, New York, New Jersey, and Delaware, and picking up a few 
votes in Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and North Carolina, 
achieved a narrow majority of 71. Apparently aiming to guard against 
defections from Adams by southern Federalists, 11 Federalist electors 
from Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island cast their votes 
not for Pinckney but for Oliver Ellsworth of Connecticut, Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court. As a result, Jefferson, with 68 votes, 
was elected Vice President—carrying out in a way the intention of 
the framers but placing rival leaders of opposed parties in the two 
highest offices. Pinckney received 59 votes, and Burr with 30 votes 
was in fourth place. 

With Washington gone from the scene, party warfare blazed 
through national politics without restraint. Republicans charged that 
the Federalists not only were bound to the “money power” but were 
actually plotting to establish a monarchy. “Changes in the principles 
of our government are to be pushed,” Jefferson warned, ‘“‘till they 
accomplish a monarchy peaceably or force a resistance which, with 
the aid of an army, may end in monarchy.” John Taylor of Caroline 
went so far as to suggest that Virginia and North Carolina should 
consider secession to escape the “saddle” being imposed on the Union 
by Massachusetts and Connecticut.’ 

The Federalists responded by accusing the Republicans of contem- 
plating treason. Senator George Cabot of Massachusetts gloomily 
predicted, “Our country is destined to act over the same follies, to 
practice the same vices, and of consequence to suffer the same mis- 
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eries which compose the history of revolutionary France.” Senator 
Robert Goodloe Harper of South Carolina declared that the Repub- 
licans were “‘a conspiracy, a faction leagued with a foreign power to 
effect a revolution or subjugation of this country, by the arms of 
that foreign power.” George Washington, observing events from 
retirement at Mount Vernon, wrote to Lafayette that the Republicans 
were attempting “to Subvert the Constitution.’ 

When corrupt politicians claiming to control the French govern- 
ment demanded bribes from and insulted American emissaries in 
1798—the so-called “XYZ affair’’—public opinion in the United 
States swung heavily against France. Invasion by French armies of 
“the two sacred homelands of the Reformation, Switzerland and the 
Netherlands,” produced shock and outrage among American Prot- 
estants. Theodore Sedgwick sensed that the shift in public attitudes 
afforded “ʻa glorious opportunity to destroy faction,” unlikely to be 
repeated. “Improve it,” he advised.* 

With Adams’ approval, the Federalist majority in Congress 
whipped through the Sedition Act, making it a crime to speak, write, 
or publish anything “‘with intent to defame” public officials, along 
with a package of Alien Acts, making it easier for the government 
to deport political antagonists who were not citizens. Between 1798 
and 1800, 14 indictments were brought under the Sedition Act. 
About ten of these led to convictions. In one case, Justice Samuel 
Chase instructed the jury that the defendant, a Republican publicist 
named John Cooper, had attempted “to mislead the ignorant, and 
inflame their minds against the President, and to influence their votes 
in the next election.” Cooper got six months in federal prison and 
a fine of $400.*° 

The Republicans responded, at Jefferson’s instigation, by persuad- 
ing the legislatures of Virginia and Kentucky to enact resolutions 
condemning and defying the Sedition Act. The Virginia Resolution, 
written by Madison, charged that the act was “‘levelled against the 
right of freely examining public characters and measures, and of free 
communication among the people . . . , which has ever been deemed 
the only effectual guardian of every right.’’*” 

Other southern legislatures, however, hung back from following 
the examples of Virginia and Kentucky. Popular wrath against France 
continued to rise. Seaboard residents worried that the French fleet 
might attack American ports. “I fear Congress will close the session 
without a declaration of War,” wrote Federalist Senator James Lloyd 


The First Parties 53 


of Maryland, “which I look upon as necessary to lay our hands on 
traitors." 

The decisive obstruction to the hope of many Federalist politicians 
for a patriotic war against France turned out to be President Adams. 
As Richard Hofstadter pointed out, Adams, ‘‘as a scorner of parties 
and partisan politics, . . . accepted no sense of obligation to the Fed- 
eralists as a party.” Responding to Federalists like Hamilton, who 
insisted that taking a militant stand against France was a party as well 
as a national duty, Adams declared: “‘Arrogance shall be made to feel 
a curb. If anyone entertaining the idea that, because I am a President 
of three votes only, I am in the power of a party, they shall find that 
Iam no more than the Constitution forces upon me.’’? 


FIRST REALIGNMENT 


By the time the climactic presidential campaign of 1800 came around, 
anti-French feeling had subsided and the Republicans were in the 
political ascendancy. But this time Jefferson felt he could not afford 
to be detached. The outcome of the election, he believed, would 
determine the future direction of the United States. Writing to Mad- 
ison in the fall of 1799, he urged that the Republicans campaign on 
a kind of platform: “I. peace even with Great Britain 2. a sincere 
cultivation of the Union 3. the disbanding of the army on principles 
of economy and safety 4. protestations against violations of the true 
principles of our constitution. . . .”” Once the campaign was under- 
way, he distrusted the federal mails for political communication. 
‘‘Postmasters,’’ he wrote to Taylor, “will lend their inquisitorial aid 
to fish out any new matter of slander that can gratify the powers 
that be” 

Gallatin argued that Burr should be included on the Republican 
ticket as a means for carrying Pennsylvania and New York. Burr, 
complaining that he “was certainly ill used by Virginia and North 
Carolina” in 1796; asked, through an emissary, that “‘assur- 
ances . . . be given that the southern states will act fairly.” Repub- 
lican members of Congress already committed to Jefferson for 
President met at Marache’s boarding house in Philadelphia, the un- 
official party headquarters, and voted unanimously to support Burr 
for Vice President—the first formal endorsement of a national ticket 
by a body claiming to represent the entire party.” 

The Federalists decided to team Adams with General Charles 
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Cotesworth Pinckney—another member of that numerous and po- 
litically active South Carolina family. “We have had a meeting of the 
whole federal party, on the subject of the ensuing election,” Sedgwick 
reported, “and have agreed that we will support, bona fide, Mr. 
Adams and General Pinckney.” Some historians have speculated that 
Hamilton secretly intended to have Pinckney elected President. If 
electors from South Carolina voted for Jefferson and Pinckney while 
Federalist electors in other states voted for the two Federalist can- 
didates, Pinckney might come in first. In his correspondence, how- 
ever, Hamilton warned that there must be no defections of the kind 
that had occurred in 1796. “To support Adams and Pinckney equally,” 
he wrote, “is the only thing that can save us from the fangs of 
Jefferson. It is therefore, essential that the Federalists should not sep- 
arate without coming to a distinct and solemn concert to pursue this 
course bona fide.’’” 

Both parties used their strength in state legislatures to alter electoral 
systems to their advantage. In Virginia the legislature shifted from 
choosing presidential electors by congressional district to a statewide 
winner-take-all system, to assure that Jefferson would win the state’s 
entire vote. The Virginia Argus, the Republican paper in Richmond, 
explained: “The same game is playing off in New England, and some 
other Eastern States: and in plain English, it is necessary to fight an 
adversary at his own methods.” In Massachusetts the choice was 
shifted from popular vote by congressional district to the legislature, 
“to guard against one antifederal vote” from the Bay State.* 

In New York, which both sides recognized held the key to the 
election, the Federalists defeated a move by the Republicans to change 
from choosing the electors by the legislature to having them elected 
by district. When the Republicans won control of the legislature, 
Hamilton wrote to John Jay, the Federalist governor, proposing that 
a lame-duck legislative session adopt the district system of election 
in order to salvage some electoral votes for Adams. “In weighing 
this suggestion,” Hamilton argued, “‘you will doubtless bear in mind 
that popular governments must certainly be overturned. . . if one 
party will call to its aid all the resources which vice can give, and if 
the other (however pressing the emergency) confines itself within 
all the ordinary forms of delicacy and decorum.” Jay, like Adams, 
was unwilling to sacrifice principle for party. With a note to himself 
that the stratagem would serve “party purposes, which I think it 
would not become me to adopt,” he did not reply to Hamilton’s 
letter. 
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As in 1796, the Republicans deployed the stronger party organi- 
zations in most of the battleground states. In New York Burr once 
more led the Republican canvass. The campaign in New York City 
was coordinated by a committee “composed of deputations from the 
respective ward committees in favor of the republican interest.” Dur- 
ing the first two of the three days of balloting, Burr moved from 
poll to poll, frequently encountering Hamilton, with whom he “‘de- 
bated the issues of the day before the assembled voters.” On the last 
day, Burr “remained at the Poll of the Seventh Ward ten Hours, 
without intermission.” The polls closed at sundown. By midnight 
a dispatch was on its way to Gallatin: “Republicanism Triumphant. 
To Col. Burr we are indebted for everything.” The Republican or- 
ganization was remarkably successful at obtaining a uniform vote 
for the party ticket for electors. In the seventh ward, the highest vote 
received by a candidate on the Republican ticket was 784 and the 
lowest, 780.4 

In Pennsylvania the Republican governor, Thomas McKean, 
elected in 1799, began “‘the practice . . . of making political removals 
and appointments for partisan considerations.” Political jobholders 
were expected to work for the party cause. “Every man who is not 
for the whole Republican Ticket,” exhorted the Philadelphia Aurora, 
“Regards the Public Good Less than his Prejudices.” The Republican 
slate included candidates for Congress, the state legislature, and, in 
Philadelphia, county sheriff. * 

In Virginia, though there was less party machinery, cooperation 
between party leaders was “‘systematized—regular plans are formed 
and correspondence.” Local party workers saw to it that voters were 
treated to “rum punch or other drinks on election day.” (When 
Madison first ran for the legislature in 1777, he abstained from such 
inducements on the ground that they were “inconsistent with the 
purity of moral and republican principles.” He lost to a former tav- 
ern-keeper and thereafter conformed to local practice.)* 

The Federalists, too, made more use of campaign organization 
than they had in 1796. In New York City Hamilton’s organization 
fought toe-to-toe with Burr’s. “I have been night and day employed 
in the business of the election,” reported Robert Troup, one of Ham- 
ilton’s lieutenants. “Never have I witnessed such exertions on either 
side before. I have not eaten dinner for three days and have been 
consistently on my legs from 7 in the morning till 7 in the after- 
noon. e 

In many states the Federalists used federal government patronage 
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to build up their organizations. Secretary of War James McHenry 
instructed a subordinate in North Carolina that commissions in the 
provisional army (formed when war with France seemed imminent) 
should be awarded only to men “‘whose attachment to the Govern- 
ment is unquestioned.” A Maryland Federalist congressman wrote 
McHenry asking that one of his “most spirited and best Friends” be 
commissioned as a captain because he “‘will be a most valuable Man 
on the Days of Election.” Like the Republicans, the Federalists 
pressed for a straight party vote. “Fellow Citizens,” a Federalist broad- 
side in New Jersey appealed, “let no slight dislikes or preferences 
induce you to relax your effort, or break the ticket; if you are for 
President Adams, be wholly so; by omission of any on the federal 
nomination, or taking up any of the other, we shall defeat our inten- 
tion, and we may (the supposition is not too distant) ruin our coun- 
try? 

The Federalist campaign in New England received major support 
from the Congregationalist clergy. In Massachusetts, Connecticut, 
and New Hampshire, where Congregationalism was still state-es- 
tablished, church members seem to have regarded Federalism as their 
protector against disestablishment. The Connecticut Valley, where 
the Shaysites had been strong, became “‘the most staunch Federalist 
region in the nation.” Timothy Dwight, president of Yale and a 
grandson of Jonathan Edwards, preacher of the Great Awakening of 
the 1730s, identified supporters of Jefferson with “‘profaneness of 
language, drunkenness, gambling, lewdness. . . .’° 

Jefferson’s reputation as a religious skeptic reinforced the dislike 
of conservative Calvinists for Republicans in general. Martin Van 
Buren recalled hearing New York clergymen preach that Jefferson’s 
election would lead to “burning of Bibles, the prostration of religion, 
and the substitution of some Goddess of Reason.” The Federalist 
press took up the religious issue. ““The charge of infidelity against 
Mr. Jefferson,” said the New York Spectator, “‘is legitimate.” The 
Gazette of the United States put the question succinctly: “GOD—AND 
A RELIGIOUS PRESIDENT; OR... JEFFERSON—AND NO 
GOD!!""51 

Evangelicals, on the other hand, who traced their origins to the 
Great Awakening, for the most part rallied to the Jeffersonian cause. 
Presbyterians were split: rationalist Old Lights backing Adams, and 
evangelical New Lights supporting Jefferson. The presence of Burr, 
another grandson of Jonathan Edwards, on the Republican ticket was 
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thought to offset Timothy Dwight’s impassioned Federalism among 
evangelicals. Baptists and the recently founded Methodists (formed 
in the United States in 1784), both of whom were winning masses 
of converts among rural families in the South and on the western 
frontier, tended to be ardently Republican—attracted by the equal- 
itarian enthusiasm that antagonized conservative Congregationalists 
and Presbyterians. The Republicans also appealed to the evangelicals’ 
Opposition to state-established religion. A New Jersey Republican 
circular argued that Jefferson was being branded an infidel “because 
he is not a fanatic, not willing that the Quaker, the Baptist, the Meth- 
odist, or any other denominations of Christians, should pay the pastor 
of other sects; because he does not think a catholic should be banished 
for believing in transubstantiation, or a jew, for believing in the God 
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” Pennsylvania Republicans claimed 
that “to religious men, Mr. Jefferson has indisputably been the most 
helpful character since William Penn.’ 

Quakers, concentrated in Pennsylvania and Delaware, were largely 
Federalist, continuing the conservative political inclination they had 
developed before the Revolution. Episcopalians were Federalist, ex- 
cept in New England, where their resentment against paying taxes 
to support established Congregationalism drew some of them to the 
Republicans. The small number of Catholics, mainly Irish in New 
York and French Canadians in upper New England, plus a few old 
families in Maryland and Pennsylvania, were overwhelmingly Re- 
publican. 

When the electoral vote was counted, the Republican ticket was 
found to have won a narrow victory. The switch of New York from 
the Federalists in 1796 to the Republicans in 1800 carried both Jef- 
ferson and Burr to national totals of 73 electoral votes. Adams re- 
ceived 65, and Pinckney 64 (one Federalist elector in Pennsylvania 
voted for John Jay). As Figures 3-1 and 3-2 show, the swing of 
electoral votes was not massive, but it was enough to produce the 
first major party realignment in American history. South Carolina 
cast its votes for Jefferson and Burr, confounding whatever plot may 
have exised among Federalist ultras to throw the election to Pinckney. 
Adams actually did better in Pennsylvania and North Carolina than 
he did in 1796, but it was not enough to offset New York’s switch. 
The strength of the Republicans in the frontier states of Kentucky 
and Tennessee, admitted since the formation of the Union, was es- 
sential to their victory. 
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Figure 3-1 Electoral vote by states, 1796 


Source: Congressional Quarterly’s Guide to U.S. Elections, Congressional Quarterly, Inc., Wash- 
ington, D.C., 1975 


WHY THE FEDERALISTS FAILED 


Under the rules set forth in the Constitution, the electoral-vote tie 
between Jefferson and Burr threw the election into the House of 
Representatives, where the Federalists controlled enough state dele- 
gations to prevent a choice without their approval. But Federalist 
domination of the executive branch had definitely ended. Divisions 
among party factions loyal to Adams and Hamilton, and among 
other factions that did not care much for either man, moreover, were 
so deep and bitter that it seemed unlikely that the party, deprived of 
executive branch patronage, would soon achieve a comeback. As 
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Figure 3-2 Electoral vote by states, 1800 


Source: Congressional Quarterly’s Guide to U.S. Elections, Congressional Quarterly, Inc., Wash- 
ington, D.C., 1975 


matters turned out, the Federalists never again won a national elec- 
tion. The party, though it remained a presence in politics for another 
quarter-century, became a vessel for New England parochialism and 
reactionary social attitudes, something like the extreme right-wing 
parties that lingered on in some western European countries after 
the Second World War. The Federalist era was over. 

Why did the Federalists fail? In terms of their impact on history, 
the Federalists were, of course, a fantastic success: drafting and se- 
curing ratification of the Constitution, launching the new govern- 
ment, establishing the executive authority of the presidency under 
Washington, enacting Hamilton’s economic program. Not the least 
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of the Federalists’ contributions to republican government was the 
law-abiding willingness with which they turned over control to the 
executive branch after losing the 1800 election. It is hard to find 
earlier examples in history of such a transition. British governments 
in the eighteenth century sometimes changed in response to shifting 
coalitions in the House of Commons, but it was not until 1841 that 
“the opposition won a general election and the Crown accepted the 
decision at the polls.” The newly established capital city, named after 
Washington, who had just died, had been designed to withstand a 
siege. But it seems never to have crossed John Adams’ stern Yankee 
mind not to turn over power to his lawfully elected successor— 
though only after naming John Marshall as Chief Justice, thereby 
assuring a Federalist slant to judicial interpretation of the Constitution 
for the next 34 years.” 

Despite these achievements, however, the Federalists as a party of 
government had a remarkably short tenure—particularly considering 
the political advantages they had seemed to enjoy only 12 years 
before. The Federalists failed in part because they did not understand 
the underlying nature of American democracy. The longer they clung 
to office, the more many of them began to talk and act, not like 
conservative republicans, but like hierarchical Tories in the British 
sense. 

Fisher Ames of Massachusetts, acclaimed by fellow conservatives 
as ‘‘the American Burke,” derided “the dreams of all the philosophers 
who think the people always mean right, and if the governments do 
not oppress, the citizens will not resist.” Noah Webster of Con- 
necticut, a relatively moderate Federalist, argued that republican gov- 
ernment requires ‘‘the advantage and superior influence of particular 
men, derived from their property, their education, their age, their 
tried virtue and integrity, and their public services.” Many Feder- 
alists, John Quincy Adams later declared, were “warm admirers of 
the British Constitution, disposed to confide rather to the inherent 
strength of the Government than to the self-evident truths of the 
Declaration of Independence for the preservation of the rights of 
property and perhaps of persons.” The Federalists, observed D. W. 
Brogan, the British political scientist who perceptively studied 
American parties, were “of the temper of Coriolanus; even when 
they wooed the plebs, they did it ungracefully and unconvincingly.’’® 

Neither Adams nor Hamilton, the two great Federalist leaders, if 
Washington is not included (as he wished not to be), was fully com- 
mitted to democracy as it has come to be understood and practiced 
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in the United States. Adams throughout his career expressed horror 
of the “tyranny” produced by the doctrine of “all power in the 
people.” There was, he agreed with Jefferson, a “natural aristocracy” 
of “Talent,” but against this must be balanced the aristocracy of 
“Beauty, Wealth, and Birth.” Observing the trend of the times dur- 
ing the Jefferson administration, Adams suggested the period be 
called “‘the Age of Folly, Vice, Frenzy, Fury, Brutality, Demons, 
Bonaparte, Tom Paine, the Age of the Burning Brand and Bottomless 
Pit; or anything but the Age of Reason.’ 

Hamilton was even more outspoken in his rejection of the equal- 
itarian ethos. Democracy, he wrote, is “our real disease.” Democratic 
politicians, he warned, pursue “‘the bait of popularity at the expense 
of the common good.” Gouverneur Morris, his friend and political 
ally, wrote: “General Hamilton detested democratical government 
becauses it must end in despotism, and be, in the meantime, destruc- 
tive to public morality. ”57 

The Federalists lived, it is easy to forget, in a world that had no 
real experience with successful democracy. The examples of antiquity 
were not encouraging. Even republican government based on rule 
by an upper-class oligarchy, like that of Venice, seemed to many a 
frail craft on which to brave the oceans of political turmoil. Even 
Washington, while prepared to “‘lose the last drop of blood” to assure 
that republican government should have “‘a fair chance for success,” 
at times, according to Jefferson, privately expressed uncertainty about 
its? ‘duration,’ 

Despite endlessly repeated charges by Jefferson, Taylor, and the 
Republican publicists, few if any of the Federalists hoped or conspired 
to restore monarchy. They believed in freedom, in the sense of af- 
firming that individuals have rights derived from God or nature that 
no government can legitimately trample. They favored some kind 
of representative government—though, as the institutions of the Sen- 
ate and the electoral college show, they were far from enshrining the 
concept of “one man—one vote” (let alone “one person—one vote’’). 
But they were convinced that legitimate rights and genuine repre- 
sentation are best preserved through a system that assures, as Fisher 
Ames wrote, rule by “the wise, and the good, and the rich.’’> 

Looking back now at the Sedition Act, most of us, I think, feel, 
after disapproval, amazement that the Federalists thought they could 
get away with it. And yet among the leading Federalists only John 
Marshall is reported to have expressed any doubts—and he on 
grounds of expediency, not legality. Washington, living in retire- 
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ment, viewed it as “simply an effort toward stronger national unity. ” 
Most of the Republicans were cautious about following Jefferson’s 
lead in calling for defiance of the act. Even Jefferson, when the shoe 
was on the other foot, responded to attacks by the Federalist press 
in 1803 by writing to Governor McKean of Pennsylvania that a “few 
prosecutions” at the state level “of the most prominent offenders 
would have a wholesome effect in restoring the integrity of the 
presses.” The First Amendment concepts of freedom of speech and 
freedom of the press, as we conceive them, had not yet been fully 
defined in the public mind, or even among judicial experts or political 
philosophers. In a way, the Federalists, by offending the spirit of 
these rights, helped the nation arrive at a clearer understanding of 
what it really believed. 

The Federalists tried to govern in part on the basis of principles 
that turned out to be contrary to American values. As a result, they 
did not survive as a political force. A kind of conservatism was to 
play a major, indeed often dominant, role in American society and 
politics. Hierarchical conservatism was to be an enduring influence 
in shaping family life, in many forms of religion and education, in 
structuring communities, in internal governance of both public bur- 
eaucracies and private firms. But never again would a significant 
political party identify itself with rule by “the wise, and the good, 
and the rich” or openly promote governmental prohibition of public 
criticism. The Federalists had tried those options. Their political fail- 
ure, as well as their many governmental achievements, helped es- 
tablish the terms and conditions for the future practice of democracy. 


NO ROOM FOR PARTIES 


Madison and Jefferson, more than other leaders or theorists of the 
period, began to sense that a party system might be an inevitable or 
even beneficial adjunct to republican government. Madison wrote 
of a “division . . . natural to most political societies” and “‘likely to 
be of some duration in ours.” Jefferson, in a letter to Taylor in 1798, 
conceded: “In every free and deliberating society there must, from 
the nature of man, be opposite parties and violent dissensions and 
discords; and one of these, for the most part must prevail over the 
other for a longer or shorter time. Perhaps this party division 1s 
necessary to induce each to watch and relate to the people the pro- 
ceedings of the other.” When he came to compose his first inaugural, 
Jefferson wrote in an early draft: “Wherever there are men there will 
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be parties and where there are free men they will make themselves 
heard. . . . These are the whigs and tories of nature.” Significantly, 
he did not include this passage in the address as finally presented.“ 

Some of the lesser Federalists—though not, so far as I know, 
Adams or Hamilton—at times acknowledged that a party system 
might serve a useful purpose. 

In the end, however, each side disliked the other so intensely that 
neither could countenance the continued existence of a party insti- 
tution embodying the views of the other. How could an honest 
Republican admit a legitimate role for monarchists? How could de- 
cent Federalists make room for men who would lead the country 
into “the same miseries which compose the history of revolutionary 
France?” 

When Jefferson declared, in the passage he did include in his first 
inaugural, that “We are all republicans; we are all federalists,” he 
meant really that the party wars were over; that the Republicans had 
won; and that the Federalists should fit themselves into the new 
regime as best they could. For a time, it again seemed that the United 
States might achieve one-party or no-party democracy. But then the 
“violent dissensions and discords”’ that Jefferson had predicted did 
in fact occur, and he proved a more accurate prophet than he would 
have hoped. 


of FOUR $& 


One-Party Hegemony 
The Jeffersonians 


THE ELECTION of Thomas Jefferson as President in 1800 ushered in a 
period of almost 60 years during which the party representing the 
liberal tradition was normally dominant. For a time, in the admin- 
istrations of James Madison and James Monroe that followed Jeffer- 
son’s two terms, the supremacy of the party of liberalism was so 
complete that the Founders’ ideal of a political system without party 
divisions seemed within grasp. But at the end of Monroe’s second 
term in 1824, the renewal of competition between parties repre- 
senting the two great American traditions revealed that both tradi- 
tions were deeply imbedded in the national political culture and 
showed that the two-party system was useful, perhaps essential, to 
American democracy. 

“The Revolution of 1800,” Jefferson wrote, “was as real a revo- 
lution in the principles of our government as that of 1776 was in its 
forms.””! 

Some scholars, finding continuity as well as change in the admin- 
istration that took office in 1801, and noting the absence of “violence 
and bloodshed,” have concluded that Jefferson exaggerated. Henry 
Adams, no doubt with a certain family bias, pointed out in his classic 
history of the period the extent to which Jefferson maintained Fed- 
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eralist policies and structures he had earlier attacked. Jefferson himself 
privately admitted in 1802: “It mortifies me to be strengthening 
principles which I deem radically vicious, but the vice is entailed by 
the first error.” Fresh opportunities as well as inherited constraints 
caused Jefferson at times to behave differently as President than his 
earlier utterances would have suggested. His purchase of Louisiana 
from Napoleon in 1803 showed that he was prepared to go beyond 
a narrow interpretation of the Constitution when such action was 
required by his view of the national interest.? 

Yet the Republican victory of 1800, whether or not revolutionary, 
did indeed mark a major turning point in American history. The 
Jeffersonians made good on some of their campaign promises: ex- 
penditures for national defense were slashed; the national debt, which 
had reached $83 million in 1800, was cut to $27.5 million by 1812; 
the national Bank was allowed to expire when its charter ran out in 
1811 (though a new Bank was established, with Madison’s reluctant 
approval, in 1816). More importantly, the Republicans sought and 
to a great extent achieved substantial shifts in the values and ideo- 
logical assumptions on which the direction of national government 
was based. 

Even in underying ideology, the break with the immediate past 
was far from complete. Jefferson and his colleagues had no intention 
of returning to the loose confederation of states that had existed before 
the Constitution. Nor did they show much inclination toward social 
or economic collectivism. In some ways the Jeffersonians were more 
radically individualistic than the Federalists had been. 

The Jeffersonians, however, took the viability of national govern- 
ment more for granted and concentrated on pursuing equalitarian 
ideals. The issue that most sharply divided the Jeffersonians from 
the Federalists was not states rights, nor the national debt, nor the 
national Bank, all of which both sides regarded as instruments to 
larger ends, but the question of social equality. The Federalists had 
gone beyond the American Tories, and beyond British practice at 
the time, in establishing the equality of individuals before the law 
(with usually unexamined exceptions for women, slaves, Indians, 
and others regarded as unsuitable for the full exercise of citizenship). 
But they did not doubt the need for some kind of hierarchical struc- 
ture in society, and therefore in government. The Jeffersonians, and 
Jefferson himself, were not consistent in challenging the inevitability 
of hierarchy, or even in maintaining the right of all adult human 
beings to full individuality. But their ideal was a society in which 
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individuals were equal in fact as well as in narrowly prescribed legal 
rights—a society more open in spirit, more tolerant of human dif- 
ferences, more evenly distributing the products of human toil and 
the bounty of nature. The idea of equality, never rigorously defined 
and often violated in practice by even its warmest theoretic advocates, 
had become a force of enormous consequence in American life and 
politics. 


A CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS 


The Jeffersonian era, even after the Republicans had won the election 
of 1800, almost failed to get off the ground. The tie in the electoral 
college between Jefferson and Burr gave the defeated Federalists a 
chance to play a role in determining which Republican would become 
President. The Constitution required that the House choose between 
the two candidates tied for first place, with each state delegation 
casting one vote. Support from an absolute majority of nine of the 
sixteen state delegations was needed to declare a winner. The Re- 
publicans controlled eight delegations and the Federalists six. Dele- 
gations from the remaining two states, Vermont and Maryland, were 
evenly divided and therefore unable to vote. The Federalists could 
not by themselves select the President, but, if they held firm, they 
could prevent the Republicans from achieving a majority.° 

Many Federalist leaders argued that the party’s members in the 
House should support Burr, in the expectation that the wily New 
Yorker would be able to pry loose enough Republican members to 
shift a few state delegations in his favor. The Federalists would then 
have participated on the winning side and could claim some share 
of federal patronage and even a role in setting administration policy. 
The Republican party would be split, perhaps beyond repair. And, 
most satisfyingly, the hated Jefferson would be kept out of the pres- 
idency for at least another four years. 

Burr stayed away from Washington and played a cautious game. 
He apparently did not approach the Federalists, but he also did not 
do the one thing that would have ended the crisis: announce that 
under no circumstances would he accept the office of President. 

Hamilton, deciding that his distrust for Burr outweighed even his 
dislike for his old colleague in Washington’s cabinet, came down on 
the side of Jefferson. (Hamilton’s preference for Jefferson was based 
in part on contempt. Jefferson, he wrote, was not “zealot enough to 
do anything in pursuit of his principles, which will contravene his 
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popularity or his interest.” Burr, on the other hand, was America’s 
“einbryo- Caesar.) 

Still the needed Federalist votes in the House were not forthcom- 
ing. At last, as the entire system of constitutional government seemed 
headed for the rocks, the single member of the House from Delaware, 
James Bayard, a Federalist, yielded to Hamilton’s urging and an- 
nounced he would vote for Jefferson. (Once the outcome was settled, 
Federalist members from Vermont and Maryland, in order to spare 
Bayard the pain of actually voting for the party’s archenemy, agreed 
to abstain, thereby allowing their delegations to make the required 
majority for Jefferson. )* 


BUILDING PARTY ORGANIZATION 


In March 1801, Jefferson led the Republicans into control of the 
executive branch, with Madison as secretary of state and Gallatin as 
secretary of the treasury. Almost at once the new administration 
began cleaning Federalists out of politically sensitive posts in the 
national civil service (almost 30 years before the presidency of An- 
drew Jackson, popularly remembered as the launcher of the spoils 
system at the federal level). In the Internal Revenue Department, 15 
of the 16 superintendents were identified as Federalists. Of these, six 
were fired outright, and the other nine lost their jobs when Gallatin 
reorganized the department in 1802. Of the 146 customs officers 
appointed directly by the President, 50 were fired. In New York and 
Philadelphia, where party warfare was particularly hot, Jefferson 
replaced all but one of the customs officers. In New Jersey, all five 
port collectors were turned out. Federalist collectors were removed 
in Portsmouth, New Hampshire; New Haven, Connecticut; Nor- 
folk, Virginia; and Savannah, Georgia. The Federalists who were 
fired as customs collectors had under their authority about 270 sub- 
ordinates, most of whom were dismissed and replaced by Repub- 
licans.° 

Jefferson claimed that only a few of these firings were for political 
activity, the rest being because of “misconduct or “‘delinquency.”’ 
The port collector of York, Maine, for instance, was fired not only 
because he was “a= violent federalist” but also on the charge that he 
was ‘constantly drunk and incapable of business.” The town of York 
immediately convened a town meeting and voted 106 to o to clear 
the former collector of this charge. “In spite of this impressive 
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denial . . . no further investigation was made and a Republican suc- 
ceeded to the collector’s post.” 

Deprived of federal patronage, nascent Federalist organizations in 
most parts of the country outside New England withered. Mercantile 
interests and the Congregational clergy in New England sustained 
Federalism as a potent force in that part of the country, and the party 
remained fairly active in New Jersey, Maryland, and Delaware. But 
in the critical states of New York and Pennsylvania, Federalism went 
into steep decline. In most of the South and West the Republicans 
were soon virtually unchallenged. 

“Federalism,” Jefferson wrote with satisfaction in 1802, was sink- 
ing “Into an abyss from which there will be no resurrection for it.” 
He had always believed, he confided to a correspondent, that “the 
body of the people as thought themselves federalists, would find they 
are in truth republicans, and would come over to us by degrees.” 

Republicans at the state and local levels continued to run against 
John Adams, much as Democrats of a later era were to run year after 
year against Herbert Hoover. “Sir,” declared a circular distributed 
for Republican legislative candidates in Maryland in 1802, “you can- 
not have forgotten the unjust and oppressive measures of the late 
administration . . . WHO imposed, unnecessarily, upon the people 
a debt of upwards of ten millions?—The Federalists . . . WHO laid 
and continued the tax on your stills’—The Federalists . . . WHO 
taxed your lands?— The Federalists . . . WHO raised a useless stand- 
ing army?—The Federalists . . .””8 

Republican organizations were most developed in states where the 
Federalists continued to be serious contenders for power. “It was 
recognized very early,” Richard P. McCormick writes, “that if a 
party did not concentrate its entire vote behind a single candidate 
for each office it would dissipate its strength and risk defeat.” In 
New England, both parties organized around party caucuses in the 
state legislatures. “Nominations were made” by the caucus “‘for state- 
wide elective offices and, in addition, a central committee was 
appointed to exercise supervision over local party committees.” Leg- 
islative caucuses also exercised some authority over party organi- 
zations in New York, Pennsylvania, and the newly admitted state of 
Ohio. New Jersey and Delaware experimented with state conventions 
to nominate state party tickets. In most of the South and West party 
organizations were weak and elections were candidate-oriented.° 

The politicians who manned state and local Republican organi- 
zations were drawn for the most part from the ranks of “new men.” 
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Paul Goodman writes: “The party attracted persons either outside 
the elite or enjoying a recently acquired and insecure position in local 
society. They. . . came from rising families that had been excluded 
from the highest levels of influence and standing. . . . Rising from 
obscurity or modest circumstances, they identified revolution and 
republicanism at home and abroad with opportunity.” The Repub- 
licans were generally strongest in the rural hinterlands, but they also 
maintained effective organizations in early-nineteenth-century 
boomtowns like New York and Baltimore." 


JEFFERSONIAN IDEOLOGY 


What was the nature of the ideology the Jeffersonians brought to 
government? The best source is Jefferson’s own voluminous writings 
and correspondence. 

Before he went to France as ambassador in 1784, Jefferson was a 
relatively moderate Whig, influenced mainly by Locke, the Scottish 
realists, and Montesquieu. In Paris he imbibed some of the radical 
intellectual elixir of the Enlightenment that a few years later helped 
produce the French Revolution. He became, and remained for the 
rest of his life, a critic and antagonist of all kinds of establishment— 
political, social, economic, and religious. He greeted the onset of the 
French Revolution in 1789 with enthusiasm, and, though he conceded 
the revolutionaries made some mistakes, he defended the Terror in 
1793, as noted above. He developed a taste for violent metaphors 
and anarchistic aphorisms: ““The tree of liberty must be refreshed 
from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is its 
natural manure.” And (to Madison, on Shays’ Rebellion, in 1787): 
“I hold it that a little rebellion now and then is a good thing, and as 
necessary in the political world as storms in the physical.” And (again 
to Madison, in 1789): “Every constitution . . . , and every law, nat- 
urally expires at the end of 19 years. If it be enforced longer, it is an 
act of force, and not of right.” And (to John Adams, when both 
were old men): “To attain all this [the triumph of democracy] rivers 
of blood must yet flow, and years of desolation pass over.’’!! 

Jefferson’s dislike for cities and his disdain for urban masses are 
well known. ““The mobs of great cities,’’ he averred, “add just so 
much to the support of pure government as sores to the strength of 
the human body.” Democracy, he believed, is achievable only in an 
agrarian society in which most people own their own land. The 
“degree of freedom” already possessed by the common man in 


70 PROM THE FOUNDING TO THE CIVIL WAR 


America would “in the hands of the Canaille of the cities of Eu- 
rope . . . be instantly perverted to the demolition and destruction of 
every thing public and private.” (He may have picked up this expres- 
sion from his reading of Rousseau, who also warned that civil order 
was threatened by the “‘canaille of cities.’’)!? 

Believing that strong, centralized government is the natural enemy 
of freedom, Jefferson was convinced that the government that gov- 
erns least governs best. “I own I am not a friend to a very energetic 
government,” he wrote to Madison. “It is always oppressive.” But 
this did not prevent him from favoring intervention by government 
to redistribute wealth. On the contrary, “the consequences 
of . . . enormous inequality producing so much misery to the bulk 
of mankind, legislators cannot invent too many devices for subdi- 
viding property, only taking care to let their subdivisions go hand 
in hand with the natural affections of the human mind.’’ 

The great threat to personal freedom and social equality in America 
is the insidious attempt by the ‘‘monocrats’”—Hamilton, and the 
bankers and manufacturers for whom he spoke—to steer the nation 
toward “licentious commerce and gambling, speculations for a few, 
with eternal war for the many.” This danger is to be averted through 
maintenance of a primarily agrarian economy, characterized by “‘re- 
stricted commerce, peace, and steady occupations for all." 

No American statesman save Lincoln has more profoundly influ- 
enced the shape and substance of politics and society in the United 
States than Thomas Jefferson. During his lifetime—indeed, within 
his own administration—the principles he advocated were compro- 
mised, the political party he helped found was torn by internal 
dissension, and the agrarian idyll he celebrated began to seem an- 
achronistic. But he raised a standard of equalitarian individualism 
that has ever since remained one of the great ideological themes 
around which the main currents of American politics have circulated. 

For many Americans, and for many others as well, Jefferson’s 
vision of democracy has seemed definitive. Freedom and equality, 
the values he most cherished, are still given highest priority by mod- 
ern theorists of liberalism like John Rawls. One person—one vote, 
progressive taxation, public education, and the right to privacy are 
among the concepts that are drawn, directly or indirectly, from the 
Jeffersonian model. 

To some, both in the United States and elsewhere, Jefferson’s 
rejection of rapid economic growth based on commerce and man- 
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ufacturing has seemed shortsighted and left behind by history; his 
praise of equality while doing nothing to end slavery has seemed 
hypocritical; and his belief in the perfectibility of man through social 
reform has seemed morally flawed and politically naive. Henry Ad- 
ams’s quip that Jefferson’s real aim was to turn the whole world into 
eighteenth-century Virginia carries weight. Yet Jefferson continues 
to speak persuasively to socially downtrodden city dwellers and 
urban intellectuals whom he probably would have disliked, as well 
as to economic and social populists who were always his most reliable 
constituency." 

To what extent was Jefferson’s social vision and political philos- 
ophy shared by other Republicans—Madison and Gallatin, Clinton 
and Burr, Monroe and Taylor, the Livingstons and old Sam Adams 
(taking one last whack at cousin John), and the host of lesser office- 
holders, politicians, publicists, lawyers, small businessmen, and 
farmers who gathered behind the Republican banner? Like partici- 
pants in every successful political coalition in American history, they 
were a varied lot, representing and driven by a multitude of interests, 
attitudes, and ambitions, some of which, in the case of Burr at least, 
appear sinister. In general, they seem more cautious, less altruistic, 
and less original than their leader. Also, at the leadership level, more 
practical. Gallatin dissuaded Jefferson from dismantling much of 
Hamilton’s economic system, arguing for its utility. Madison tact- 
fully disputed Jefferson’s idea that every constitution and law should 
automatically expire at the end of 19, years pointing out that the 
resulting instability would expose society to assault by “‘pernicious 
factions." 

Richard Matthews argues that the term Jeffersonian is actually a 
misnomer—that Jefferson’s views were so much more radical than 
those of his collaborators and followers that they were never given 
a fair try and remain an untested possibility for American democ- 
rioyo 

The Republican party that Jefferson led into office was, by later 
European standards it is true, relatively nonideological. But it did 
represent a distinct point of view, based on ideas that Jefferson de- 
veloped or at least articulated in both public utterances and private 
correspondence. This point of view provided Jefferson’s party, and 
its descendant under Andrew Jackson and his successors, with a body 
of principles through which to give diretion to government and to 
mobilize public support. 
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EXTENSION OF SUFFRAGE 


Probably the most concrete effect of Jeffersonian ideology on Amer- 
ican politics and government was the broad extension of suffrage. 
Qualifications for voting were liberalized in most states, including 
New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and Maryland, where prop- 
erty-owning requirements had been particularly high. By 1824, ṣo 
years before the establishment of mass male suffrage in most of 
western Europe, virtually all adult white males were eligible to vote 
in all states except South Carolina, Rhode Island, and Louisiana. '8 

Changes also were made in electoral procedures to facilitate voting. 
In many states, electoral districts were reduced in size so that it was 
easier for voters, particularly in lightly settled rural areas, to get to 
the polls. Previously, voting in most districts had been done by the 
ancient viva voce method: voters were required to announce publicly 
at the voting place their preference among candidates, often a time- 
consuming process as the list of elected offices lengthened, as well 
as notoriously open to manipulation and intimidation. During the 
early years of the nineteenth century, most states converted to the 
use of printed ballots. Though the ballots were still cast without 
secrecy and were supplied by the parties or candidates, they en- 
couraged wider voter participation. 

Turnout among voters substantially increased, though at first more 
in gubernatorial than in presidential elections. (Until 1832 all states 
except New York held state and national elections on different days.) 
In Massachusetts, turnout in elections for governor rose from 31 
percent of the eligible voters in 1800 to 67 percent in 1812—the 
highest level it was to reach until 1860. In New York, turnout in 
gubernatorial elections in 1810 and 1813 was more than 90 percent— 
practically the entire eligible electorate.” 

In presidential elections national turnout in 1796 was only 20 per- 
cent. By 1800 it had risen to 31 percent, and by 1812 to 42 percent. 
It then declined as national party competition slackened. But the 
more open election system assured that turnout would sharply in- 
crease once presidential elections again became meaningful for vot- 


ers. 2° 


THE RUIN OF FEDERALISM 


Surveying the wreckage of the Federalist party in 1802, Alexander 
Hamilton hit upon a strategy that he hoped would reverse the trend 
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of national politics: alliance between political and religious conserv- 
atives. Most Congregational and Episcopal and many Presbyterian 
clergy were already enthusiastic supporters of Federalism. Hamilton 
proposed to institutionalize this association through a “Christian 
Constitutional Society”? which would work to elect to public office 
candidates pledged to uphold the Constitution and apply Christian 
principles to government. The association would be financed by a 
five-dollar fee paid by each of its members and would form local 
branches in as many cities and towns as possible. Besides participating 
in election campaigns, it would sponsor “charitable and useful” ac- 
tivities, such as assisting immigrants in the rapidly growing cities 
and operating vocational schools for workers. The plan for increased 
church involvement in politics, though rich in future potential, was 
still in the idea stage when Hamilton died.” 

Determined that there should be no repetition of the electoral crisis 
of 1801, the Republicans pushed through the Twelfth Amendment, 
which provided for the separate election of President and Vice Pres- 
ident. Otherwise the amendment kept the selection system pretty 
much unchanged, except that if no candidate had a majority in the 
electoral college the House was to choose the President from among 
the top three finishers instead of from among the top five—a pro- 
vision that was to have fateful consequences in 1824. As an added 
precaution, Jefferson dropped Burr from the Republican ticket in 
1804 and replaced him with George Clinton, who had again been 
elected governor of New York in 1801. 

Never long at a loss, Burr offered himself as candidate for governor 
in 1804 to the New York Federalists, who were seeking desperately 
to check their party’s decline. Over Hamilton’s strong objection, the 
Federalists accepted Burr’s offer. In the election that followed, Burr 
was easily defeated by the Clintonian Republican candidate. Choos- 
ing to blame his defeat on Hamilton, Burr took umbrage at some 
abusive remarks his old rival had made during the campaign and 
challenged him to a duel. Hamilton reluctantly accepted. 

The two met on an island in the Hudson River, beneath the heights 
of Weehauken. Hamilton fired his pistol into the air. Burr shot to 
kill, and succeeded. Henry Adams caught the picture: ‘““The death 
of Hamilton, and the Vice President’s flight, with their accessories 
of summer-morning sunlight on the rocky and wooded heights, 
tranquil river, and distant city, and behind all, their dark background 
of moral gloom, double treason, and political despair, still stand as 
the most dramatic moment in the early politics of the Union.”’” 


74 FROM THE FOUNDING TO THE CIVIL WAR 


ee 


“This American world,” Hamilton had complained in 1802, “‘is 
not for me.” On the day before his death, he had written to Theodore 
Sedgwick, who, with other New England Federalists, had become 
so disheartened with the course of national events as to consider 
secession. “Democracy,” Hamilton agreed, was a national “‘disease,”’ 
a “poison.” But “dismemberment of our empire will be a clear 
sacrifice of great positive advantages without any counterbalancing 
good... .’’ Hamilton deeply imprinted the nation’s political and 
economic life, but he left no stable political party.” 

The Republican ticket of Jefferson and Clinton easily won the 
national election of 1804. Four years later, Clinton, by now almost 
70, urged on by New Yorkers growing restless over their subordinate 
role in the Virginia~New York axis, made a pass at the presidential 
nomination. Madison, however, easily outmaneuvered him and was 
nominated by the Republican caucus in Congress for President, with 
Clinton again nominated for Vice President. The ticket won a land- 
slide victory, carrying all but five states. 

The Republicans held large majorities in both houses of Congress 
and controlled most state governments outside New England. In 
1807 they even elected the governor of Massachusetts (though the 
Federalists regained that office in 1812 and held it thereafter until 
1823). Even John Quincy Adams, son of the last Federalist President, 
went over to the Republicans—partly because, like his father, he 
could not abide the grumpy Sedgwicks and Ameses who dominated 
Massachusetts Federalism, and partly because, also like his father and 
later Adamses, he considered himself too large for any party. The 
remnant of Federalism, despite some continued regional strength and 
despite considerable public resentment over the economic effects of 
Jefferson’s embargo on trade with Britain in 1807 (to protest raids 
on American shipping), was unable to challenge the Republicans’ 
national hegemony.”4 


FISSION IN NEW YORK 


John Randolph, who had been the Republican floor leader in the 
House of Representatives, turned against the administration during 
Jetferson’s second term and led a few Virginia libertarians, the so- 
called Tertium Quids (Third Force), into opposition. But the first 
real sign of serious fission within the Republican ranks came in the 
ever-turbulent politics of New York. 

Burr's defection in 1804, and its aftermath, had done little real 
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damage to the party. But by 1807 the Clintons and the Livingstons 
were again feuding. When George Clinton returned to the gover- 
norship in 1801, he had placed his nephew DeWitt in charge of 
dispensing patronage. DeWitt Clinton quickly showed that he was 
at least his uncle’s equal in the techniques of building a state political 
machine. While allowing some well-connected Federalists, including 
John Jay’s son, to stay in their state jobs, he distributed an ample 
supply of plums to deserving Republicans and had himself made 
mayor of New York City, then an appointed office.” 

The key to state patronage was the Council of Appointment, 
which consisted of the governor and four state senators. In 1807, the 
Livingstons got a majority on the council. Having tired of their 
partnership with the Clintons, they replaced a large number of Clin- 
tonians with Livingstonites and fired DeWitt Clinton as mayor of 
New York. 

In 1812 DeWitt Clinton, though out of power at the state level, 
ran against Madison for President as the candidate of a coalition of 
national Federalists and New York Republicans who felt their state 
was not getting its fair share of federal spoils. (George Clinton having 
died early in 1812, the Republicans nominated in his place as Mad- 
ison’s running mate Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts, another old 
Antifederalist. Gerry was the progenitor of the notorious ‘“‘Gerry- 
mander’’—a method of apportioning congressional districts through 
contorted boundaries to produce maximum party advantage.) In an 
effort to whip up popular support, DeWitt Clinton organized con- 
ventions in eleven states to place his name in nomination. Capitalizing 
on opposition to the War of 1812, then underway, Clinton carried 
New York, New Jersey, Delaware, and all of New England except 
Vermont, for 89 electoral votes, against 128 for Madison. If Clinton 
had been able to win Pennsylvania’s 25 electoral votes, he would 
have been elected President. 

Frustrated in his national ambitions, Clinton used his position on 
the Erie Canal Commission, to which he had been appointed in 1810, 
to increase his popularity in western New York, where the Clinton- 
ians formerly had been weak. Opposition to the Clintonians in the 
state Republican party increasingly centered on a young state senator 
from rural upstate Columbia County, Martin Van Buren. For the 
sake of state solidarity, Van Buren had supported DeWitt Clinton 
for President in 1812. But the “Little Magician,” as Van Buren came 
to be called, placed great emphasis on party regularity, in contrast 
to Clinton’s more personal style of politics. Entertaining lavishly in 
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Albany, the state capital to which he moved after being elected state 
attorney general, Van Buren established close relationships with the 
remaining Livingstons and with Tammany Hall, already the domi- 
nant force in New York City politics. He organized an alliance of 
ambitious young upstate politicians, later known as the Albany Re- 
gency. *° 

When the governorship became vacant in 1817, Clinton demon- 
strated that Van Buren was not yet quite his match as a master of 
New York politics. Van Buren’s faction, known as the Bucktails 
(after the tail of a buck that Tammany had used as its official badge 
since the 1790s), controlled the state party machinery. But Clinton 
managed to have the nominating authority shifted to a state party 
convention in which the western part of the state was heavily rep- 
resented. To Van Buren’s surprise, Clinton was nominated and 
elected governor. The old Clintonian entourage flocked back into 
state offices.?’ 

Van Buren countered by gaining control of the Canal Commission, 
which was building the Erie Canal, thereby distributing thousands 
of construction jobs to loyal Bucktails. By 1821, the Bucktails were 
able to outvote the governor on the Council of Appointment. The 
Albany Argus, which had become allied with the Bucktails when 
Clinton tried, unsuccessfully, to shift state printing to another news- 
paper, called for a “cleansing of the Augean stables.” State employees, 
along with county sheriffs, judges, and district attorneys, were swept 
out “in windrows.’’ Among the newly installed Bucktails, Van Bur- 
en’s brother became a county judge and his brother-in-law was ap- 
pointed state printer. The “ingenuity of man,” Clinton ruefully 
observed, could not have devised a system more likely “to produce 
continued intrigue and commotion in the state. ”’?8 

In 1821 Van Buren moved to Washington as United States senator. 
But he left the Bucktails so strongly entrenched in Albany that Clin- 
ton decided not to seek reelection as governor. Thinking to finish 
Clinton off, the Bucktails removed him from his seat on the Canal 
Commission. Though the Bucktails had held a majority on the Com- 
mission for several years, Clinton was still identified in the public 
mind with the Erie Canal, which he had always ardently championed. 
Van Buren moaned from Washington: “There is such a thing as 
killing a man too dead.” Public support rallied behind Clinton and 
he was again elected governor in 1824. He remained in that office, 
at the top of his form, until he dropped dead in 1828—sparing An- 
drew Jackson the problem of choosing between Clinton, one of his 
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earliest supporters in national politics, and his more recent New York 
ally, Martin Van Buren.” 

DeWitt Clinton has been identified by historians as one of the last 
of a vanishing breed—a practitioner of the old politics of personality 
and family faction, differing from the new politics of party as prac- 
ticed by Van Buren. He was in part that. But he was also harbinger 
of a type in American politics that was not to reach full development 
until the twentieth century. Clinton may be called a developmental 
populist. He possessed none of the antagonism toward market cap- 
italism and urban concentration characteristic of Jefferson and other 
southern agrarians. He had no misgivings about massive government 
expenditures on public works. The Erie Canal, which he zealously 
promoted, served the interest of western agriculture, but it also as- 
sured that New York would be the economic gateway to the West 
and advanced Manhattan’s bid to replace Philadelphia as the financial 
capital of the United States. The stockjobbers and money men of | 
Wall Street whom Jefferson feared were Clinton’s political allies. But 
he never took up the standard of the party of capitalist development, 
as Hamilton had done earlier and Henry Clay did later. Despite his 
defection in 1812, he continued to align himself with the party that 
claimed to represent the interest of the common man. A rising tide, 
Clinton might have said, lifts all boats. His political descendants 
would be numerous. 


POLITICS WITHOUT PARTIES 


As President, James Madison had to deal not only with contentious 
Clintonians in New York but with a new breed of Republicans in 
Congress. In the House of Representatives elected in 1811, 61 of the 
142 members were first-termers. Among their number were Henry 
Clay of Kentucky, 34, and John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, 29. 
(Daniel Webster, the third of the congressional Olympians who were 
to feud and collaborate over the next 40 years, was elected to the 
House from New Hampshire as a Federalist, at the age of 30, in 
1812.) Clay, supported by Calhoun and most other first-termers, was 
elected Speaker of the House. 

Though overwhelmingly Republican, many of the new members 
expressed a belligerent nationalism that seemed more Hamiltonian 
than Jeffersonian. Both Clay and Calhoun favored federal govern- 
ment support for “internal improvements,” such as roads and canals, 
to facilitate development of the West. The external target at which 
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they directed their antagonism, however, was the traditional object 
of Jeffersonian loathing, Great Britain. Thinking to take advantage 
of Britain’s mortal struggle in Europe with Napoleon’s France, and 
angered by the continued instigation by British agents of Indian 
uprisings and raids on the frontier, they pressed for a conflict they 
felt sure would produce territorial gains for the United States. 

Clay went beyond earlier Speakers in using the powers of his office 
to build a personal political machine in the House. During Jefferson’s 
administration, a Speaker who leaned toward the Quids had been 
removed for failing to give total support to the President. Clay made 
prudent use of the Speaker’s authority to appoint all House com- 
mittees, thereby assuring that most members put loyalty to him 
above obedience to the administration. He formulated and pushed a 
legislative program of his own and soon rivaled Madison both as 
party leader and shaper of national policy.*° 

Madison proved ineffective as President. His tendency to delib- 
erate endlessly over nuances of policy, which had served him well 
as party-builder and constructor of coalitions in the House, turned 
out to be a handicap. He tried to conciliate the new members in 
Congress, an effort they interpreted as a sign of weakness. Spurred 
on by the “war hawks,” as the press dubbed Clay, Calhoun, and 
their associates, and given ample provocation by further British out- 
rages on the high seas and the frontier, Madison stumbled into the 
War of 1812. 

Though the war was poorly managed, the Republican party came 
out of it even stronger than it had been before. When the conflict 
with Britain seemed to be going badly in the fall of 1814, leading 
New England Federalists convened secretly in Hartford, Connecti- 
cut, to formulate demands for increased regional autonomy. Talk of 
secession was in the air. By the time the convention’s negotiating 
committee got to Washington in January 1815, however, the war 
was over, settled on terms reasonably favorable to the United States. 
(The British government, weakened by the cost of defeating Na- 
poleon, had been anxious for a quick peace.) A few spectacular Amer- 
ican naval victories, together with Andrew Jackson’s triumph at the 
Battle of New Orleans, fought after the peace treaty had been signed 
but before the news crossed the Atlantic, enabled patriotic Americans 
to regard the war as a success. Republican orators and publicists 
branded the Hartford convention an act of subversion during war- 
time, ending what was left of Federalism as a national political force. 

James Monroe, who succeeded Madison as President in 1817, was 
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determined to make the Republican party supreme as a prelude to 
abolishing parties altogether. Monroe fully shared Jefferson’s and 
Madison’s prejudices against parties, but he lacked the power of 
reflection that led them at times to concede that a party system might 
be useful or at least inevitable. “There can be,” Monroe wrote to 
John Taylor, “but two permanent parties among us, one of which is 
friendly to free government, the other to monarchy, in which latter 
I never did include many persons. Every other division should cease 
with the cause which produced it.” When Andrew Jackson suggested 
that Monroe include a Federalist in his cabinet to encourage national 
unity, Monroe replied: “To give effect to free government, and secure 
it from future danger, ought not its decided friends, who stood firm 
in the day of trial, to be principally relied upon?” Some, he observed, 
“are of the opinion that the existence of the federal party is necessary 
to keep union and order in the republican ranks, that is that free 
government cannot exist without parties. This is not my opinion.” 
His policy toward the Federalist party, he said, was to ‘“‘annihilate”’ 
ie 


THE STRUGGLE FOR SUCCESSION 


In the election of 1820, Monroe seemed to get his wish. The Fed- 
eralists failed to put up even a token candidate for President, and 
Monroe was reelected with the votes of all the electors except one. 
(An elector from Pennsylvania voted for John Quincy Adams, Mon- 
roe’s secretary of state, explaining that only George Washington 
deserved unanimous approval.) The nonpartisan ideal of the Foun- 
ders seemed within reach. 

It was not to be. “The first year of Mr. Monroe’s second term 
had scarcely passed away,” Van Buren later recalled, “before the 
political atmosphere became inflamed to an unprecedented extent. 
The Republican party, so long in the ascendant, and apparently so 
omnipotent, was literally shattered into fragments, and we had no 
fewer than five Republican candidates [for President] in the field.” 

Three of the candidates came from Monroe’s cabinet: Adams, 
secretary of state; Calhoun, secretary of war; and William H. Craw- 
ford of Georgia, secretary of the treasury. The other two were Clay, 
Speaker of the House; and Andrew Jackson, the hero of New Or- 
leans, now in the Senate from Tennessee. 

Monroe seems to have preferred Calhoun, but, perhaps because 
lack of competition had weakened the Republican party’s internal 
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cohesion, he had almost no influence over the choice of his successor. 
Crawford was the choice of some leaders of state Republican orga- 
nizations with a states-rights orientation, including Van Buren in 
New York, Thomas Ritchie in Virginia, and Isaac Hill in New Hamp- 
shire. Among the available candidates, they claimed, Crawford came 
closest to carrying on the true Jeffersonian faith. The Republican 
congressional caucus, the mechanism by which the party had been 
selecting its national ticket since 1800, voted to support Crawford. 
But when the caucus met in Washington in February 1824 to decide 
on a candidate for President, only 66 of the 231 Republicans in Con- 
gress attended.* 

Calhoun, deciding to seek the more easily obtained office of Vice 
President, dropped out. But the other three candidates, far from 
being cowed by the action of the caucus, used its endorsement of 
Crawford to link him to the old guard—already an unpopular image 
in American politics. Adams, Clay, and Jackson persuaded their re- 
spective state legislatures to pass resolutions placing their names in 
nomination. 

American political parties, it was becoming clear, would not be 
mere appendages of legislative party caucuses, as parties were in 
Britain. The effects of the presidential selection process on national 
politics, as well as the effects of the federal system, were shifting 
power toward party organizations based on the states. 

Adams put together a solid bloc of support in New England (over 
the opposition of Hill’s machine in New Hampshire), including many 
former Federalists who, like himself, had switched parties. Clay and 
Jackson competed for support from the new states of the West, which 
in a close election would hold the balance of power. Clay’s flam- 
boyant personality and generous distribution of political favors had 
won him a devoted, never to be shaken following in his own state 
of Kentucky; through his power in the House he also attracted sup- 
port from Ohio and Missouri. Elsewhere in the West, and also in 
much of the South, Jackson’s military reputation made him the more 
popular figure. This was a substantial political advantage, since by 
now presidential electors were chosen dirrectly by the people in all 
but six states. 

Jackson’s supporters in 1824 included many who would not later 
be considered Jacksonians. To the extent that his political views were 
known (he had been a rather inert member of the Senate), he appeared 
to be a nationalist, well disposed toward a protective tariff and in- 
ternal improvements—closer to Adams and Clay than to old-line 
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Jeffersonians like Van Buren and Crawford. In Tennessee he had 
entered politics in the 1790s under the sponsorship of Senator William 
Blount, another of the frontier grandees who grew rich while playing 
the role of popular tribune in state politics. With Blount’s back- 
ing, young Jackson was elected to the House of Representatives and 
later to the Senate. In 1797 Blount was expelled from the Sen- 
ate for participating in a bizarre plot to join with the British in 
inciting an Indian attack on Spanish Florida. Jackson was not impli- 
cated. After Blount died in 1800, Jackson was taken up by one of 
the Republican factions in Tennessee whose leaders believed his 
military image would be useful. In 1823 he was again elected to 
the Senate.” 

Jackson’s presidential candidacy in 1824 was promoted in parts of 
the Northeast and South by former Federalists who seem to have 
assumed that because he was a military hero he must be a conserv- 
ative. In New York, he was the candidate of the Clintonians. In New 
Jersey, several well-known Federalists put together a ‘People’s 
Ticket” of electors for Jackson and carried the state.” 

When the electoral college met, Jackson had the most votes but 
was short of a majority. Adams was second and Crawford third. 
Clay, only four votes behind Crawford, was in fourth place, and 
therefore, under the Twelfth Amendment, was excluded from the 
pool from which the House could select the President. Calhoun was 
elected Vice President by a large majority. 

Clay had calculated that if he was among the finalists considered 
by the House, he would be able to use his influence as Speaker to 
win the poll. Since that option was not available, he backed Adams. 

On the day of the vote in the House, Adams, with Clay’s help, 
was within one state of achieving a majority. One more vote in the 
New York delegation would give him the state, and the presidency. 
The decision rested finally with the aged Stephen Van Rensselaer, 
representative from New York, who had promised Van Buren he 
would vote for Crawford. In the Speaker’s room of the House, Clay 
and Webster put heavy pressure on Van Rensselaer, a former Fed- 
eralist. The old man wavered. Returning to the House chamber, “he 
dropped his head upon the edge of his desk and made a brief appeal 
to his Maker for His guidance.” When he lifted his head he found 
“on the floor directly below him a ticket bearing the name of John 
Quincy Adams.” Regarding this “as an answer to his appeal,” he 
placed it in the election box. “In this way,” Van Buren wrote long 
after, “Mr. Adams was made President.” 
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THE JACKSON COALITION 


When Adams appointed Clay secretary of state, Jackson’s supporters 
charged that the two men had made a deal before the vote in the 
House—an accusation which, though never directly proved, was to 
hang over each for the rest of his political career. 

Jackson, who seems to have felt some genuine reluctance about 
running for President in 1824, had no such reservations about trying 
again in 1828. Convinced that he had been dealt with unfairly, he 
girded himself to deprive Adams of a second term. He moved first 
to solidify his hold on the political situation in Tennessee. Some of 
his state lieutenants, notably Senator John Eaton, became agents for 
his national campaign. 

A major accession to Jackson’s candidacy in 1828 was the backing 
of the states-rights Jeffersonian state organizations that four years 
before had supported Crawford. The most important of these was 
Van Buren’s Albany Regency. If Van Buren had been the purely 
pragmatic politician he is sometimes described as being, he should 
have been motivated by the tie between Jackson and DeWitt Clinton 
to seek accommodation with Adams. But he seems sincerely to have 
regarded such an alliance as ideologically impossible. He therefore 
decided to take a chance on the largely unknown quantity of Andrew 
Jackson.” 

Some of the former Federalists who had supported Jackson in 1824 
found themselves content with the policies of the Adams adminis- 
tration and backed the incumbent President for reelection in 1828. 
But Jackson continued to draw support from a number of young 
politicians who had begun as Federalists, including Roger Taney of 
Maryland (later Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, and author of 
the infamous Dred Scott decision), and James Buchanan of Penn- 
sylvania (later President of the United States). After he became Pres- 
ident, Jackson appointed more former Federalists to executive branch 
offices than had all former Republican Presidents combined. 

Another important addition to the Jackson coalition was a large 
share of the rapidly growing body of evangelical Protestants, mainly 
Methodists, Baptists, Campbellite Presbyterians, and Disciples of 
Christ (a new denomination founded in Ohio in 1827). During the 
1820s the Second Great Awakening, which recreated the spiritual 
excitement of the 1730s, was sweeping through the mountain glens 
of western Pennsylvania, eastern Ohio, western Virginia, Kentucky, 
and Tennessee. Though evangelical preachers were critical of Jack- 
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son’s participation in a duel and his harsh treatment of the Indians, 
they applauded his equalitarian spirit and were pleased to find that 
he shared their religious orientation. Jackson, though a somewhat 
irregular churchgoer, described himself as a “rigid Presbyterian,” 
claimed he read the Bible at least three times a day, and filled his 
correspondence with expressions of Christ-centered spirituality. 
Evangelicals, who had already been drawn to the Republican party 
by Jefferson, became for the most part confirmed Jacksonians. 
“Every convert to Methodism,” claimed one circuit-riding preacher, 
“in those times became a Republican if he was not one before.” Peter 
Cartwright, one of the best known of the frontier revivalists, told 
a Democratic convention in Illinois (after the party had changed its 
name): “I have waged an incessant warfare against the world, the 
flesh, and the devil, and other enemies of the Democratic party.’ 

By the beginning of 1828, it was clear that a formidable coalition 
was assembling to deny Adams reelection. Adams did little to put 
together a political organization of his own. Like his father, he re- 
jected on principle the injection of partisan politics into government 
administration. Clay and Webster complained that he neglected to 
reward his political supporters. Thurlow Weed, then a young jour- 
nalist in upstate New York beginning to make his way in politics on 
the conservative, or at least anti-Regency, side, later recalled: “Mr. 
Adams, during his administration, failed to cherish, strengthen, or 
even recognize the party to which he owed his election; nor as far 
as Iam informed, with the great power he possessed did he make a 
single influential friend.” 


HOW THE DEMOCRATS GOT THEIR NAME 


During the administration of John Quincy Adams, adherents of 
Adams and Clay began referring to themselves as National Repub- 
licans, partly to express their inclination toward a nationalist ideol- 
ogy, but probably even more to suggest that the Jacksonian 
Opposition was made up of state or local deviationists not entitled 
to be identified with the national party. (The same tactic was em- 
ployed in the 1960s by liberal Democrats in control of the national 
party machinery who called themselves ‘‘national Democrats.’’) 
Some of the Jacksonians responded by identifying themselves as 
Democratic—Republicans. Ever since the founding of the Democratic 
societies in the 1790s to express solidarity with the ideology of the 
French Revolution, members of the more equalitarian wing of the 
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Republican party had sometimes called themselves Democrats as well 
as Republicans. Van Buren in 1821, for example, spoke of restoring 
the “old democratic party.” During the 1820s members of the coa- 
lition of northern party bosses, southern and western agrarians, and 
southern slave-owners who for varying reasons opposed a strong 
national government began referring to themselves collectively as 
"the Democracy.’’*° 

In the 1828 campaign, Jackson’s party took the title Democratic- 
Republican. After Jackson’s election, members of the party increas- 
ingly spoke of themselves, and were identified in the press, simply 
as Democrats. At the party’s 1840 national convention, the name 
was formally changed to the Democratic party—as we know it 
today. *! 


Of FIVE X 


Formation of Mass Parties 


Democrats and Whigs 


THE FEDERALISTS and the Jeffersonian Republicans developed some of 
the attributes of modern parties and laid the foundations of the two- 
party system. Both, however, despite the equalitarian ideology of 
the Jeffersonians and Hamilton’s attempt to build a mass base for 
Federalism among religious conservatives, were primarily associa- 
tions of political elites—almost restricted clubs. As such, they were 
not very well suited to perform the representative function of popular 
government. Though this did not greatly trouble many of the leading 
Federalists, their indifference, even resistance, to representing public 
opinion was a principal cause of the party’s ultimate collapse. 

With the renewal of party competition in the second half of the 
1820s, and the extension of the suffrage instituted by the Jefferson- 
ians, a new kind of politician appeared who produced a new kind of 
party that was more useful to democracy. Not surprisingly, it was 
the politicians who sprang from the liberal tradition who took the 
lead in creating party organizations adept at rousing public enthu- 
siasm, conducting door-to-door canvasses in every city, town, and 
hamlet, distributing the spoils of office as a means for motivating 
armies of party workers, and making sure that voters favoring their 
cause got to the polls on election day. Soon, however, competing 
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politicians from what was to become the republican tradition had 
mastered the arts of mass politics. In many cases they even outdid 
their more equalitarian opposition in building efficient party orga- 
nizations and publicizing themes that appealed to the aspirations, 
prejudices, apprehensions, and patriotic impulses of a broad slice of 
the voting public. 


JACKSONIANS IN POWER 


The election of 1828, which put Andrew Jackson in the White House, 
is sometimes identified by historians and political scientists as a re- 
aligning election. As comparison of Figure 5-1 with Figure 3-2 
shows, in geographic terms at least it was no such thing. John Quincy 
Adams, ousted from the presidency by Jackson after only a single 
term, carried every state his father had carried in 1800 and lost every 


[| Jackson 
bA Adams 


Figure 5—1 Electoral vote by states, 1828 


Source: Historical Statistics of the United States, Bureau of the Census, 1961 
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state his father had lost. (There were minor shifts in the electoral 
votes of Pennsylvania and New York, but not enough to change the 
majority in either state.) Jackson triumphed by a much larger majority 
in the electoral college in 1828 than Jefferson had in 1800 because of 
the addition of seven western states, all carried by Jackson. The 
coalition of New York, Pennsylvania, and the South had expanded 
to include the entire West, transforming what had been a narrow 
majority into an overwhelming preponderance. 

Although the Republican party was in the process of changing its 
name to Democratic, and although there had been a period in the 
early 1820s when parties almost disappeared, most political observers 
in 1828 and the period that followed had no difficulty recognizing 
Jackson’s Democrats as direct descendants of Jefferson’s Republicans. 
Jefferson himself, before he died in 1826 (on July 4, the same day as 
John Adams—exactly şo years after the signing of the Declaration 
of Independence), endorsed Jackson for President, declaring that the 
hero of New Orleans “‘has more of the Roman in him than any other 
man now living.” (From Jefferson, high praise.) Jackson maintained 
that his political philosophy was based on the principles set forth in 
Jefferson’s first inaugural: “A wise and frugal government, which 
shall restrain men from injuring one another, shall leave them oth- 
erwise free to regulate their own pursuits of industry and improve- 
ment, and shall not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has 
armed. 

Martin Van Buren, who became Jackson’s most trusted lieutenant 
and was to succeed him as President, traced the Jacksonian Democrats 
not only to the Jeffersonian Republicans but to the Antifederalists 
and the earlier populist parties at the state level: 


The two great parties of this country, with occasional changes in their 
names only, have, for the principal part of a century, occupied antag- 
onistic positions upon all important political questions. They have 
maintained an unbroken succession, and have, throughout, been com- 
posed respectively of men agreeing in their party passion, and pref- 
erences, and entertaining, with rare exceptions, similar general views 
on the subject of government and its administration. Sons have gen- 
erally followed in the footsteps of their fathers, and families originally 
differing have in regular succession received, maintained, and trans- 
mitted this opposition.? 


Van Buren, whom Jackson had earlier regarded as too “cunning,” 
rose in the President’s esteem as the result of an incident that occurred 
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early in the administration. Jackson had named as secretary of war 
his old friend and political crony from Tennessee, John Eaton. Shortly 
before, Eaton had married “a young widow,” a former Peggy 
O’Neale, “of much beauty and considerable smartness, in respect to 
whose relations with himself before marriage, and whilst she was 
the wife of another, there had been unfavorable reports.” Jackson 
included among his political allies the newly elected Vice President, 
John C. Calhoun. But Calhoun’s wife, Floride, of the old South 
Carolina upper class, took it upon herself to snub the new Mrs. 
Eaton at Jackson’s inaugural and to urge cabinet wives to collaborate 
in the young woman’s social ostracism. Jackson, who bitterly re- 
membered snubs directed against his own recently deceased wife, 
Rachel, urged the Vice President and members of the cabinet to 
intercede with their wives. Calhoun and most cabinet members de- 
clined. Van Buren, however, the new secretary of state, a widower, 
went calling on the Eatons in their Capitol Hill home (which was 
still standing in the 1950s when it housed the Capitol Hill Club, a 
hive of congressional Republicans). Jackson never forgave Calhoun 
and developed new trust in Van Buren.? 


A NEW KIND OF PARTY 


Jackson’s electoral success was accompanied and aided by major 
changes in the structure and behavior of parties. Van Buren, Amos 
Kendall of Kentucky, Roger Taney of Maryland, and other members 
of Jackson’s “kitchen cabinet” built the first extensive national party 
organization. 

Though both the Federalists and Jefferson had used government 
patronage to reward their political supporters, the Jacksonians were 
more systematic in distributing federal jobs to loyal party workers. 
About one-eighth of the local postmasters employed by the federal 
government were replaced by active Democrats—a relatively small 
turnover compared to what came later, but enough to lay the foun- 
dation for a formidable party machine. The federal bureaucracy, 
moreover, about doubled during Jackson’s two terms, reaching ap- 
proximately 60,000 civilian employees in 1835. These new jobs pro- 
vided rich additional stores of patronage. 

Jackson defended his policy of “rotation in office” on the ground 
that “no one man has any more intrinsic right to official station than 
another.’’ Governor William Marcy of New York, an eminent Jack- 
sonian, stated the principle more bluntly: ““To the victor belongs the 
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spoils of the enemy.” Marcy elaborated: “When [politicians] are con- 
tending for victory, they avow their intention of enjoying the fruits 
of it. If they are defeated, they expect to retire from office. If they 
are successful, they claim, as a matter of right, the advantages of 
success.” The expansion of the electorate and the increase in the 
number and variety of elective offices, Walter Dean Burnham has 
pointed out, “necessitated the emergence of the plebeian electoral 
machine staffed by professionals who had to be paid for their ser- 
vices.” The public payroll, Democratic politicians like Van Buren 
and Marcy concluded, was the logical place to find economic suste- 
nance for the growing armies of political workers.‘ 

The Jacksonians also went beyond their predecessors in developing 
a party press to communicate their arguments and point of view to 
a mass audience. At first, Duff Green’s Telegraph, published in Wash- 
ington, was the recognized public voice of the administration. But 
Jackson soon took angry notice that the Telegraph was heaping praise 
on Green’s former patron, Calhoun. At Van Buren’s suggestion, 
Amos Kendall brought his friend Francis Preston Blair (who at the 
time was in “pecuniary circumstances ... extremely embarrass- 
ing”) from Kentucky to Washington to launch and edit a new journal, 
the Globe. Blair, “his face . . . narrow, and of the hatchet kind, ac- 
cording to his meat-ax disposition when writing about his enemies,” 
left nothing to be desired in laying down the national Democratic 
party line.> 

Behind the national organization of the Democracy were several 
strong state machines, notably those of New York, New Hampshire, 
Virginia, and Tennessee. Each had distinctive qualities but all shared 
common characteristics. Each was dominated by a single strong party 
leader, maintained close ties with a widely read newspaper (two of 
the state bosses also functioned as editor of the party’s paper), and 
espoused agrarian populism. 

Foremost of the state Democratic organizations was Van Buren’s 
Regency in New York. “The Regency,” writes Donald Cole, “‘rev- 
olutionized American politics, not only by creating a new type of 
political machine, but also by popularizing a new theory of political 
parties.” The leaders of the Regency, particularly Van Buren, flatly 
rejected the Founders’ anti-party ideology and accepted the party as 
a political instrument through which individuals could pool their 
resources for the control of government. Through participation in a 
party, Van Buren pointed out, persons from humble origins could 
compete successfully against politicians bearing “great names.” 


90 FROM THE FOUNDING TO THE CIVIL WAR 


Van Buren not only defended the legitimacy of his own party but 
acknowledged the political usefulness of an opposition. In comments 
almost without precedent in the United States, he described the op- 
eration of a two-party system and argued for its value to democracy. 
Competition between parties, he claimed, counters the tendency of 
persons holding political power to become autocratic or corrupt. 
The human “disposition to abuse power. . . can by no other means 
be more effectually checked.” Party attachments, moreover, provide 
“a complete antidote for sectional prejudices by producing counter- 
acting feelings.” 

For many members of the Regency, the party became a political 
end in itself—an institutional haven in which individuals could find 
emotional as well as financial security in a turbulent social environ- 
ment. The defining characteristic of Regency politicians, wrote a 
journalist of the time, was that they were “‘true to their friends.” 
The party became their social home. “Their females kiss each other 
when they meet—their men shake each other heartily by the hand— 
they dine, or drink, or pray, or take snuff . . . in each other’s com- 
pany. > 

Governor Marcy warned against the folly, the absolute iniquity, 
of placing political principle above the party: “The example of op- 
posing a candidate nominated by political friends is bad not only as 
to its effect on the pending election but as to others that are to succeed 
it. An opposition upon the ground of principle will be used to au- 
thorize an opposition on the ground of caprice.” Regency leaders 
used military vocabulary to dramatize the need for party solidarity. 
‘Tell them,” instructed Silas Wright, another party nabob, “they are 
safe if they fear the enemy, but that the first man we see step to the 
rear, we cut down . . . they must not falter, or they perish.’” 

After moving to the national level, Van Buren usually left day- 
to-day tactics in Albany to a directorate, generally headed by Marcy. 
Van Buren was careful, like most later successful political bosses, to 
seek consensus among his associates rather than to issue commands. 
Writing on a party matter to Jackson in 1832, he reported that he 
had talked “in confidence, with my friends, Marcy, Wright, Flagg, 
Croswell, and Butler, and they concur fully.” 

Although the Regency concentrated on winning elections, it 
would be a mistake to overlook the underlying thread of ideology 
that helped hold it together. “We must always have party distinc- 
tions,” Van Buren wrote to Thomas Ritchie, chief of the allied Rich- 
mond Junto, “and the old ones are the best of which the nature of 
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the case admits. . . . It would take longer than our lives (even if it 
were practicable) to create new party feelings to keep these masses 
together.” Though he often worked closely with the New York 
business community, Van Buren remained an instinctive Jeffersonian 
agrarian. The “‘main-stay of the Democratic party,” he argued, must 
always be “the farmers and planters,” whose interests led them to 
resist “the seductive influence of the money power.” He regarded 
“the mechanics not manufacturers, and the working classes” as nat- 
ural recruits for the Democratic coalition. But Van Buren had no 
doubt that the continued dominance of the Democrats depended on 
politically mobilized farmers: “It can only be when agriculturalists 
abandon the implements and the field of their labor and become, 
with those who now assist them, shopkeepers, manufacturers, car- 
riers, and traders, that the Republic will be brought in danger of the 
influence of the money power. But this can never happen.” 

In New Hampshire, Isaac Hill, editor of the New-Hampshire Patriot, 
built a party machine even more tightly disciplined than the Regency. 
Loyalty to New England carried the state for Adams in 1828, but 
thereafter New Hampshire became, until the realignment of the 
1860s, the most Democratic state in the nation. Hill, rising from 
extreme poverty and lamed by a childhood accident, was more rad- 
ical in policy direction and rhetoric than Van Buren. Issuing fiery 
populist editorials and directives to the state legislature from his office 
in Concord, known as the “‘Dictator’s Palace,” he mobilized the party 
around themes of class war and antagonism toward business. !? 

Thomas Ritchie, editor of the Richmond Enquirer, in contrast, was 
personally elegant and belonged to the fox-hunting, classics-quoting 
elite of Virginia society. The Richmond Junto, which Ritchie led, 
espoused an equalitarian ideology but retained the Jeffersonian as- 
sumption that a society based on small freeholders would preserve 
a place for a cultivated gentry. Ritchie, who would not have dreamed 
of playing the part of dictator, conducted the Junto as a kind of 
gentleman’s club established to carry on the political tradition of 
Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe." 

Jackson’s own organization in Tennessee, led on the ground by 
John Overton, a wealthy landowner who had been Jackson’s business 
partner, was the least cohesive and entrenched of the four and in fact 
lost control of Tennessee politics after Jackson’s retirement from the 
White House. 

Jackson had been nominated for the presidency in 1828, as in 1824, 
through a resolution by the Tennessee legislature. The congressional 
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caucus had been abandoned as a means for selecting national can- 
didates after Crawford, its choice for President in 1824, had finished 
third in the electoral vote behind Jackson and Adams. But Van Buren, 
Kendall, and Blair decided that some nominating mechanism with 
a national base was needed. As the 1832 election approached, this 
project became linked in their calculations with their determination 
to replace Calhoun with Van Buren as Jackson’s running mate on 
the Democratic ticket. In the spring of 1831 Kendall visited Isaac 
Hill in New Hampshire and passed on a letter from another Jackson 
operative pointing out “‘the expediency indeed absolute necessity, of 
advising our friends every where to get up a national convention to 
convene at some convenient point, for the purpose of selecting some 
suitable and proper person to be placed upon the electoral ticket with 
General Jackson, as a candidate for the Vice Presidency. iiin 

Hill speedily arranged to have the New Hampshire legislature issue 
a call for a Democratic national convention. (Earlier that same year, 
the Anti-Masonic party, an ephemeral conglomeration of socially 
conservative populists, of which more below, had held the first na- 
tional party convention in Baltimore.) The first Democratic conven- 
tion duly met, also in Baltimore, from May 21 to 23, 1832. Jackson 
already having been proposed by several legislatures, the convention 
proceeded to nominate Van Buren for Vice President. In order to 
placate some of Calhoun’s southern friends, who feared the South 
was being reduced to a minority within the party, a rule was adopted 
stipulating that to be nominated a candidate must receive “two thirds 
of the whole number of votes given’’—a requirment that was to 
bedevil many a future Democratic convention until it was finally 
repealed in 1936." 


EMERGING OPPOSITION 


When Calhoun broke with the Jackson administration in 1830 on the 
issue of his version of states’ rights versus the supremacy of the federal 
government, he tried to rally the old libertarian wing of the Repub- 
lican party into a new political alignment based on the South. Outside 
South Carolina, he had surprisingly little success. Jackson’s person- 
ality, and even more the ideological consensus represented by the 
Democratic party, continued to command majority support in most 
of the South. Following Calhoun’s leadership, South Carolina there- 
after pursued a somewhat separate course, not only from national 
politics, but also from the rest of the South. 
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At the other end of the political spectrum, various small groups 
of radical equalitarians pressed to go much further than the Dem- 
ocrats in attacking established wealth and emergent capitalism. In 
New York in 1829, the Workingman’s party, originally a dissident 
faction in Tammany Hall, campaigned for a moratorium on private 
debt. Eight years later, the New York Equal Rights party—popularly 
known as Locofocos, after a brand of match that its members lit 
when the opposition darkened the hall in which they were meeting— 
proposed the abolition of state charters for corporations and other 
“artificial” bodies, and the elimination of state licensing requirements 
for practice of any “profession, business, or trade not hurtful to the 
community.” Van Buren’s Democrats, the Locofocos charged, had 
become a “monopoly aristocratic party. 16 

Neither Calhounites on the right nor Locofocos on the left had 
much success at mobilizing opposition to Jacksonian hegemony. A 
more significant effort, sowing seeds for the future, was raised by 
an odd political construct called the Anti-Masonic party, organized 
in upstate New York in 1827 and soon active in Pennsylvania and 
parts of New England. In the late 1820s public wrath was directed 
against the Masonic Order, in one of those strange bursts of popular 
frenzy that from time to time sweep through American culture (like 
later waves of anti-Catholicism and Red scares), when a defector 
from the Masons disappeared and was believed murdered. Some 
opponents of the Regency and its counterparts in other states decided 
to use this uproar to break the Democrats’ hold on the socially con- 
servative evangelicals, for whom Masonry must have carried con- 
notations of deism and occult science. “Particularly with rural 
sectarian audiences who were firm believers in a literal interpretation 
of the Bible,” Leslie Griffen writes, “the Anti-masons had no dif- 
ficulty in demonstrating that freemasonry was not sanctioned by 
Holy writ.’ 

Though the Anti-Masons made some headway in upstate New 
York, their greatest successes were in Vermont and Pennsylvania. In 
Vermont the party campaigned for the full agenda of evangelical 
issues, including temperance, Sunday-closing laws, and free public 
education. In 1831 the Anti-Masons won the governorship (against 
divided opposition from the National Republicans and the Demo- 
crats) and in the following year carried the state for their party’s 
national ticket. In Pennsylvania the Anti-Masons drew most of their 
support from Germans in a crescent of southeastern rural counties 
and Scotch-Irish in the southwest around Pittsburgh. Both groups 
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felt they were being discriminated against in the distribution of state 
benefits. In 1829 the Anti-Masonic candidate for governor of Penn- 
sylvania, Joseph Ritner, won 45 percent of the vote. Six years later, 
with the Democrats split, Ritner was elected governor.'® 

In New York the principal strategist for the Anti-Masons was 
young Thurlow Weed, editor of the Albany Journal, whom the Re- 
gency had already recognized as a dangerous adversary. Business 
interests had always played a part in American politics, but Weed 
seems to have been the first to harness business resources to political 
organization in any systematic way. He saw to it that friendly busi- 
nessmen received a sympathetic hearing from his allies in the legis- 
lature. But he was no mere political fixer. He treated the rising 
capitalists of New York and Albany as political allies whose aspi- 
rations he understood and whose vision of the nation’s economic 
future he shared. As a result, “whenever the bottom of the barrel 
began to appear” in one of Weed’s campaigns, “a trip to New York 
and consultation with Robert B. Minturn, Moses H. Grinnell, 
Simeon Draper, Edwin D. Morgan, and other merchants and ship- 
Owners was sure to produce golden results.” 

Weed was also adept at dealing with the rough-and-tumble of 
politics. “We are compelled,” he privately explained, “to do things 
that will not bear a blaze of light to elect . . . good men to office.” 
Weed’s own ward in Albany had for many years been controlled for 
the Democrats by Captain James Maher, whose “‘gang of shoulder- 
hitters reigned supreme.” In 1835, Weed “organized a rival group 
of toughs, ostensibly for ensuring the personal safety” of non-Dem- 
ocratic voters. “The three-day election of that year saw eyes black- 
ened and heads cracked with merry abandon by the bullies of either 
side... .” The next year, “several of the Democratic heroes, paid 
off in worthless and even counterfeit banknotes, shook the dust of 
Democracy off their feet and moved” into Weed’s camp. After one 
more election, Weed’s organization controlled the ward.”° 

In 1824 Weed struck up a friendship with a “redheaded, blue-eyed 
youth named William Henry Seward” whom he had “met by chance 
in Rochester that summer when Seward’s coach broke down.” Weed 
and Seward formed a political partnership that was to be among the 
most fertile in American history.”! 

At their national convention in Baltimore in 1831, the Anti-Masons 
nominated William Wirt as their presidential candidate. Wirt, who 
had been attorney general in the John Quincy Adams administration, 
had himself once been a Mason and announced that he felt no animus 
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toward Masonry. In the course of the convention, Weed encountered 
another ambitious young politician who had made the party his 
vehicle, Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania. Stevens burned with 
reformist fire against the ponderous Democratic—Republican com- 
bination that had dominated his state’s politics since the time of 
Gallatin. As Weed practiced the politics of connections and money, 
Stevens projected the politics of ideas and passion. Among Penn- 
sylvania Anti-Masons, Stevens led a wing of ideological purists 
against a more moderate faction. Weed represented the pragmatic 
side of Anti-Masonry, and Stevens its more ideological side. This 
distinction continued through the collaboration of the two men in 
the Whig and Republican parties that followed. It is important to 
note, however, that, though Weed and Stevens often fought within 
the parties they shared, they almost always found common ground 
against the Democracy in the general election. 

By the end of the 1832 campaign, Weed had recognized that Anti- 
Masonry did not provide the basis for a viable national party. The 
1831 convention had attracted delegates from 13 states but none from 
the South. Within New York, the large share of Masons who were 
eager to vote against the Regency were hardly attracted by a party 
that called itself Anti-Masonic. Some other issue was needed to pull 
together an effective coalition. Jackson soon provided that issue with 
his impassioned war to wreck the second Bank of the United States. 


THE BANK WAR 


Neither Jackson nor Nicholas Biddle, president of the Bank, had at 
first sought or anticipated a confrontation between the administration 
and the nation’s central financial institution. Jackson seems to have 
shared the distrust most westerners felt toward the Bank, but he did 
not make it a campaign issue in 1824 or 1828. In Tennessee he had 
not been among those agitating for a state bank to make loans the 
federal Bank turned down. The Bank, in any case, did not have to 
be rechartered until 1836. Biddle, for his part, aimed to keep the 
Bank free of party entanglements. When Daniel Webster in 1828 
urged Biddle to extend a loan to a newspaper supporting the re- 
election of John Quincy Adams as President, Biddle replied: “It 
would be wrong for us to consider the matter in any other than a 
pecuniary light or to treat it on any other than business princi- 
ples. . . . [have striven to keep the Bank straight and neutral in this 
conflict of parties and I shall endeavor to persevere in that course.”’” 
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The Bank war began in 1832 when Webster and Clay, believing 
they could trap Jackson between his western supporters and eastern 
pro-Bank Democrats, moved to renew the charter before the coming 
presidential election. Biddle, who had been affronted by some hostile 
remarks Jackson had made about the Bank, agreed to give “careful 
and friendly consideration” to requests for loans from newspapers 
that supported rechartering. Congress passed legislation renewing 
the Bank’s charter at the beginning of July 1832. The President, his 
back up, issued a scathing veto.” 

When Van Buren, who had been serving as ambassador to Britain, 
returned to Washington on the evening of July 7, he found Jackson 
looking like a “‘spectre”’ but still a “hero in spirit.” Speaking without 
“passion or bluster,” the President said: “The Bank, Mr. Van Buren, 
is trying to kill me, but I will kill it.” Jackson’s veto was sustained 
by the Senate.» 

Easily reelected in 1832, Jackson was in a mood to finish off the 
Bank once and for all. Francis Preston Blair, editor of the Globe, who 
had hated the Bank since he first entered politics in Kentucky, sug- 
gested the means: the transfer of federal deposits from the Bank to 
the struggling state banks. “Biddle,” Blair told the President, ‘‘is 
actually using the money of the government for the purpose of break- 
ing down the government. If he had not the money he could not do 
| al 

The proposal to withdraw federal funds from the Bank deeply 
divided the Democratic party. Members of the financial community 
who had aligned themselves with the Democracy, particularly in 
Philadelphia where the Bank was headquartered, were appalled at 
the idea. An effort by Amos Kendall to line up support among the 
state banks was only partly successful—many state bank officers 
feared the economic consequences. Van Buren was of two minds. 
He bore no affection for the Bank and recognized that eliminating 
Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street as a financial rival to Wall Street would 
probably serve the long-term economic interest of New York. At 
the same time he did not wish to be identified as an agent for Wall 
Street speculators. Most New York financiers with whom he con- 
sulted, moreover, thought the economic risks were too high. Van 
Buren advised delay, but, as usual, promised to follow Jackson’s 
lead.” 

Receiving the reports of his lieutenants, the President delivered 
his decision: “Biddle shan’t have the public money to break down 
the public administration. It’s settled. My mind’s made up.” When 
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the secretary of the treasury, a Philadelphian, resisted Jackson’s order 
to remove the federal deposits, Jackson replaced him with Roger 
Taney, who, though himself a director of the Bank’s Baltimore 
branch, carried out the President’s directive with alacrity.” 

Biddle went down fighting. As federal funds flowed out of the 
Bank, he began calling loans. The financial panic of 1834 followed— 
the first of a series of economic disasters in the nineteenth century 
that much of the public associated with Democratic policies. 


WHIGS Ill 


Jackson’s war on the Bank helped bring together a new, fairly cohe- 
sive national party composed of former National Republicans, Anti- 
Masons, conservative Democrats, and some state parties that had 
not previously developed a national connection. Thurlow Weed sug- 
gested that the new party be called Republican, as a means of em- 
phasizing its commitment to political and economic liberty. Clay and 
others rejected this proposal, probably fearing that it would touch 
off antagonisms left over from the struggles of the 1790s. A few 
years before there had been two national parties that included Re- 
publican in their title. Now there were none. The memory would 
linger.” 

The name finally chosen was Whig, first used by a New York 
journalist and given currency by Clay in a major speech in 1834. The 
name was intended to recall both the patriot party of the Revolution 
and the British Whigs of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
Jackson, the Whigs claimed, was trying to exercise the powers of a 
monarch: “King Andrew.” Opponents of Jacksonism, therefore, 
were in the tradition of forebears who had fought Charles I, James 
I, and George III. Borrowing from British liberal theorists, the 
Whigs set forth the “Whig theory of government,” under which the 
executive is supposed to act primarily as an administrator carrying 
out the will of the legislative branch. (Blair complained in the Globe 
that through “metempsychosis . . . ancient TORIES now call them- 
selves WHIGS Y” 

The Whig enterprise is generally viewed as a failed attempt to 
establish a second major party. Ultimately it did fail, but during the 
two decades of the party’s existence the Whigs achieved some notable 
successes. They won the presidency on their second attempt, in 1840, 
and again in 1848. Unfortunately for the Whigs, both their elected 
Presidents, William Henry Harrison and Zachary Taylor, died soon 
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after taking office (Harrison within 30 days). Had either survived, 
and possibly won a second term, the Whigs might have been able 
to put together a more durable coalition. 

By 1840 the Whigs had elected governors of 20 states, including 
Massachusetts, Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Tennessee, Geor- 
gia, and Louisiana. In 1834 Seward, who had moved with Weed into 
the Whig party, ran for governor of New York and lost narrowly 
to Marcy. Four years later, the “political firm of Weed and Seward,” 
as Horace Greeley later called it, finally connected, and Seward be- 
came the first Whig governor of the Empire State. 

The Whigs were actually the only conservative party in American 
history before the Republicans in the 1970s to become a truly national 
party. Unlike the Federalists and National Republicans before them 
and the Republicans most of the time after, the Whigs were fully 
competitive in most of the South. Kentucky and Tennessee were 
Whig bastions in national elections, supporting Whig candidates for 
President in every election from 1836 through 1852 (even in 1844 
against James K. Polk, the Democratic candidate, himself a Tennes- 
sean). In Georgia, the states-rights party formed by Governor George 
Troup, originally anti-tariff and sympathetic to nullification, gravi- 
tated into the Whig camp and carried the state for the Whig national 
ticket in 1840 and 1848. In Louisiana, rivalry between an “American” 
party (Anglo-Saxon) and a “Creole” party (French) devolved into 
competition between Whigs and Democrats. Most members of the 
American party became Whigs, and most Creoles became Demo- 
crats, though both successor parties included some ethnic mix. With 
the help of large majorities out of Plaquemines Parish, a Creole 
stronghold already notorious for vote fraud, the Democrats usually 
held the upper hand, but the Whigs managed to carry the state in 
1840 and 1848. Even in Virginia the Whigs, though they never won 
the state in a presidential election, became ascendant in the old Fed- 
eralist strongholds of the Northern Neck and the Shenandoah Valley, 
while the Democrats continued to dominate the more populist South- 
side. According to an old Virginia saying, “Whigs know each other 
by the instinct of a gentleman.’ 

In most parts of the country the Whigs attracted support from 
voters who favored the program of federally nourished economic 
development that had been initiated by Hamilton and was champi- 
oned in the 1830s by Clay and Webster. “The Whig party,” Daniel 
Walker Howe writes, “represented those people who, for one reason 
or another, expected to do well out of economic development and 
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were working to hasten it.” The Whigs’ economic program was 
built around Clay’s proposals for high tariffs, federal expenditures 
on internal improvements, and, after the charter of Biddle’s Bank 
expired, establishment of a third Bank of the United States.*! 

The Whigs, however, went beyond their Federalist and National 
Republican predecessors in adding cultural and moral appeals to eco- 
nomic arguments. Significantly, it was in the 1830s that the word 
“conservative” came into use as a political term. It had been intro- 
duced a little earlier in England by the Tories (who liked it so much 
they later made it the official name of their party). The National 
Republican platform of 1832—the first party platform—on which 
Clay ran for President against Jackson promised to maintain the 
Senate as “pre-eminently a conservative branch of the federal gov- 
ernment.” The Whigs used the term to denote association with “law 
and order,” social caution, and moral restraint. ““There is a law and 
order, a slow and sure, a distrustful and cautious party—a conserv- 
ative, Whig party,” proclaimed a Whig journal in 1846, “and there 
is a radical, innovating, hopeful, boastful, improvident, and go- 
ahead party—a Democratic, a Loco-Foco party!’’ Horace Greeley, 
another young New York journalist, who joined the “‘political firm 
of Weed and Seward” as a “junior partner,” wrote of Henry Clay: 
“He was a conservative in the true sense of that much-abused term: 
satisfied to hold by the present until he could see clearly how to 
exchange it for the better; but his was no obstinate, bigoted con- 
servatism, but such as became an intelligent and patriotic Ameri- 
Cari? 

Many Whigs depicted the contest between their party and the 
Democrats as a struggle between social virtue and vice. Represen- 
tative John Bell of Tennessee announced in 1835 that he was joining 
the Whig party because “We have, in truth, in the last eight or ten 
years, been in a continual state of moral war.” When Clay in 1844 
lost the presidency for the third time, a Pittsburgh Whig consoled 
him: “You had nine-tenths of the virtue, intelligence, and respect- 
ability of the nation on our side.” Greeley put the same sentiment 
in more colorful language: “Loafers around the grog-shops of our 
Manufacturing villages! Subsisting on the earnings of your wives 
and children in the factories—give an extra glass and an extra yell 
for Polk and Dallas [the victorious Democratic ticket] and down 
with Cooney Clay!’ According to Greeley, the Whigs’ moral and 
cultural conservatism overrode economic class: “Upon those Work- 
ing Men who stick to their business, hope to improve their circum- 
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stances by honest industry, and go on Sunday to church rather than 
the grog-shop the appeals of Loco-Focoism fell comparatively harm- 
less [Whig publicists liked to identify the entire Democracy with its 
dissident Loco-Foco faction]; while the opposite class were rallied 
with unprecedented unanimity against us.” 

Most Whigs saw no inconsistency, or even tension, between social 
conservatism and promotion of economic progress. A Whig journal 
promised that the party would “blend” the “harmonious action” of 
“conservatism and progress.” The link between the two was the 
reform imperative derived from the Puritan tradition. “The real au- 
thors of all benign revolutions,” Seward declared, ‘‘are those who 
search out and seek to remove peacefully the roots of social and 
political evils, and so avert the necessity for sanguinary reme- 
dies. . . . The Puritans of England and America have given the high- 
est and most beneficent illustration of that conservative heroism.” 

The Whigs’ support for economic progress did not necessarily 
attract them to the dreams of “empire” that excited the imaginations 
of many Americans, particularly in the South and West. Partly be- 
cause they feared that the acquisition of additional dominions, no- 
tably Texas, would increase the political power of the slaveholders, 
and partly because their innate conservatism led them to favor gradual 
rather than rapid and destabilizing growth, the Whigs, at least in the 
North, generally resisted schemes for territorial expansion. Most 
Whigs opposed the Mexican War of 1846—47, by which the United 
States confirmed the annexation of Texas and acquired California and 
a vast territory of mountain and desert later divided into four states. 
Most of the ardent expansionists were Democrats, including Sam 
Houston of Texas, Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri (coiner 
of the phrase “manifest destiny”), President Polk, and Jackson him- 
self. 

Participation by the Whigs in campaigns for moral causes like 
temperance, free public schools, and Sunday-closing laws helped win 
them the support of many of the evangelicals who had briefly rallied 
under the Anti-Masonic banner. Weed and Seward brought most of 
New York’s Anti-Masons into the Whig camp. Thaddeus Stevens 
did the same with the reformist faction from Pennsylvania’s Anti- 
Masons. Vermont, where the Anti-Masons had enjoyed their greatest 
success, became the most heavily Whig state in the nation. Not all 
Anti-Masons, however, became Whigs. Benjamin F. Hallett, for in- 
stance, who led the Massachusetts delegation to the 1831 Anti- 
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Masonic convention, returned to the Democracy on economic issues 
and in 1848 became the first chairman of the newly formed Dem- 
ocratic National Committee. 

Moral conservatism also helped the Whigs break the hold the 
Jacksonians had gained on the old Northwest—Ohio, Indiana, Illi- 
nois, and Michigan. Many western evangelicals, particularly among 
the Methodists, continued to support the Democrats, but some of 
the denominations that had been predominantly Jeffersonian began 
to shift toward the Whigs. Ronald Formisano has shown that in 
Michigan most Presbyterians and Baptists favored the Whigs, and 
William Shade reports a similar trend among the more socially re- 
formist branch of Baptists in Illinois.” 

There was more than a tinge of anti-Catholicism and nativism to 
the Whig moral program, as there was to the broader Calvinist and 
evangelical Protestant involvement in social issues of the time. ““The 
Catholic Church,” charged Lyman Beecher, a leading Congrega- 
tionalist minister and dabbler in Whig politics, “holds now in dark- 
ness and bondage nearly half the civilized world. . . . It is the most 
skilled, powerful, dreadful system of corruption to those who wield 
it, and of slavery and debasement to those under it.” In the 1844 
election, the Whigs formed working alliances at the local level in 
New York with the nativist American Republican party. 

Some Whig politicians, including Seward and young Abraham 
Lincoln in Illinois, saw the danger of turning their party into an agent 
of Protestant exclusivism. Though Catholics in most parts of the 
country were even more overwhelmingly Jacksonian Democrat than 
they had been Jeffersonian Republican, Seward in the early 1840s 
achieved a cooperative relationship with Bishop John Hughes, Cath- 
olic prelate of New York. Hughes, claiming that New York’s public 
schools were Protestant in everything but name, sought state aid for 
Catholic schools. Seward, stunning many members of the Whigs’ 
Protestant constituency, endorsed Hughes’ proposal on the ground 
that “immigrant children” should be “instructed by teachers speaking 
the same language with themselves and professing the same faith.” 
When Democrats in the state legislature hedged on the issue, Hughes 
entered a Catholic slate in several city districts in the 1841 legislative 
elections, draining off enough normally Democratic votes to enable 
the Whigs to pick up several seats. Although the legislature still 
refused to authorize state aid for Catholic schools, it passed a bill, 
signed by Seward, prohibiting instruction in “‘any religious sectarian 
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doctrine” in the public schools, thereby effectively depriving Prot- 
estantism of its semi-established status. 


“MONSTER RALLIES” 


During the 1830s, political organizations made increasing use of the 
new technology of “steamboats, canals, and ultimately railroads” to 
“hold state and national party conventions, stage ‘monster’ ral- 
lies, . . . and generally manage politics on a grand scale.” In 1840 
the Whigs pressed these tendencies to new levels of intensity.” 

Martin Van Buren, who was being held responsible for hard times, 
was a highly vulnerable incumbent Democratic President. The 
Whigs, having failed in 1836 with a series of state and regional fa- 
vorite-son candidates, came together on a ticket composed of General 
William Henry Harrison of Ohio for President and John Tyler of 
Virginia, a Calhoun Democrat, for Vice President. The Democrats 
chose to poke fun at Harrison, whose chief qualification seemed to 
be that he had defeated an Indian force led by Tecumseh at the battle 
of Tippecanoe in Indiana 30 years before. “Old Granny” Harrison, 
they jibed, would be perfectly content to “spend the rest of his days 
in a log cabin with a barrel of cider.” Actually, Harrison, though he 
had made his military career in the West, was the senior member of 
one of Virginia’s most patrician families. His ancestral home in the 
tidewater was only a few miles from the estate of John Tyler, another 
Virginia patrician. 

The Whigs, however, shrewdly accepted the Democrats’ carica- 
ture. In Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, two imaginative party workers 
set up a reproduction of a log cabin with a cider barrel by the door. 
The idea caught on and similar displays soon appeared in hundreds 
of cities and towns. Whig publicists launched an alliterative slogan 
that continued to resound in American folk memory long after the 
campaign of 1840 had been forgotten: “Tippecanoe and Tyler too!” 
Weed and others raised a huge campaign war chest to finance an 
army of canvassers soliciting votes for “Old Tip.” A nationally cir- 
culated campaign newspaper, the Log Cabin, edited by Greeley, 
pounded away at the theme, “Van, Van . . . a used up man.” During 
the fall, “monster rallies” featuring a log cabin and a barrel of cider 
were staged in major cities. Harrison himself followed the recom- 
mendation of Nicholas Biddle, who scented victory against his old 
foes in the Democracy: “Let him say not one single word about 
principles or creed. ”8 
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Predictably, John Quincy Adams, now a Whig member of the 
House of Representatives from Massachusetts, disliked the new kind 
of campaigning. He deplored the “fearful extent [of] itinerant speech- 
making”? and wondered where this “revolution in the habits and 
manners of the people” would end. But the labors of Weed, Greeley, 
and their associates bore fruit: Harrison carried 19 of the 26 states 
for an electoral vote majority of 234 to 60. The Whigs for the first, 
and as it turned out only, time won majorities in both houses of 
Congress. 

After only one month in office, Harrison died as the result of 
complications from a cold caught at his inaugural. Tyler, a Demo- 
crat until the Whigs nominated him for Vice President, succeeded 
to the White House. The new President kept Harrison’s cabinet, 
including Webster as secretary of state. But when Tyler vetoed a 
bill to establish a third Bank of the United States that Clay had 
pushed through Congress, the Whig congressional caucus read him 
out of the party. All members of the cabinet, mostly followers 
of Clay, resigned, except Webster, who had little use for the new 
idea of party. Clay and Webster split. In 1844 the party was in a 
shambles, and the way was open for the return of the Democrats 
under Polk. 

In 1848 the Whigs tried again with a celebrated military com- 
mander—always a device favored by Weed. This time they chose 
Zachary Taylor, hero of the recently concluded Mexican War. The 
party was beginning to buckle under the slavery issue, but, assisted 
by even deeper division among the Democrats, it held together long 
enough to win the election. (A southern Whig wrote Taylor, who 
himself was a Louisiana slaveholder but was thought to be under the 
influence of the anti-slavery wing of the party, demanding: “I have 
worked hard all my life, and the net product is a plantation with one 
hundred negroes—slaves. Before I vote, I want to know how you 
staid on the Slavery question.” Taylor replied: “Sir, 1 too have 
worked faithfully these many years, and the net product remaining 
to me is a plantation with three hundred negroes.” The answer ap- 
parently was satisfactory.)*? 

Taylor (who as President in fact quickly broke with the slave- 
holders) died a little more than a year after taking office, and his 
running mate, Millard Fillmore of New York, became President. 
Fillmore belonged to a faction of New York Whigs favoring con- 
ciliation of the slaveholders that was hostile to the wing led by Seward 
and Weed. Once more the party’s national structure crumbled. 


104 FROM THE FOUNDING TO THE CIVIL WAR 


FOLK POLITICS 


The two national parties that developed during the 1830s and 1840s, 
the Democrats and the Whigs, were political institutions of a kind 
that had never existed before in history and that existed nowhere 
else at the time. Unlike the parliamentary parties that had developed 
in Britain in the eighteenth century, they were broadly organized 
among the voters and had lives of their own apart from their roles 
in electing members to Congress or campaigning for the presidency. 
They were certainly parties of “interest,” in that they represented 
competing economic and social interest groups. But they were also 
parties of “value,” in that they offered distinctive visions of the 
nation’s future. Both were committed to individualism and personal 
freedom, but one was more equalitarian and the other was more 
concerned with economic progress and moral order. 

In response to the rising party competition, turnout in presidential 
elections, which had been only 27 percent of the eligible voters as 
recently as 1824, soared to §7 percent in 1828 and to 80 percent in 
1840. The increase was generally greatest in states where the parties 
were most evenly matched. 4 

The downside of the increased turnout was a sharp rise in vote 
fraud. Taking advantage of turbulent conditions in rapidly growing 
cities like New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore, the party ma- 
chines recruited armies of voters, particularly among recent immi- 
grants, to act as “repeaters.” In New York, Tammany Hall regularly 
hauled “‘cart-loads of voters, many of whom had been in the country 
less than three years,” from poll to poll so that they could cast 
multiple votes for the Democratic ticket.“ 

Whig organizations responded in kind. The Whig machine in Bal- 
timore in 1849 employed among its repeaters a former writer and 
editor who had fallen on hard times: Edgar Allan Poe. Carted drunk 
from poll to poll, America’s first literary genius finally collapsed in 
a tavern and five days later died of complications from alcoholism 
and exposure. 

To deal with the new kind of politics, the parties began formalizing 
and to some extent centralizing their structures. National conventions 
became the accepted means for choosing party nominees for Presi- 
dent and Vice President. After 1840 both major parties usually 
adopted a platform setting forth the principles and issues on which 
they sought election. At the Democratic national convention in 1848, 
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the delegates voted to establish a national committee, “composed of 
one member from each state, to be appointed by the delegations from 
each state. . . .” Benjamin Hallett of Massachusetts (a former Anti- 
Mason) became the first national party chairman.” 

During the Jacksonian era, Richard P. McCormick writes, “‘cam- 
paigns and elections assumed the aspect of folk festivals.” Visitors 
from abroad, McCormick notes, observed that “politics in the 
United States filled a need that was met in many European nations 
by the pomp, ceremony, and pageantry of the great established 
churches.” Aroused voters “eagerly assumed the identity of parti- 
sans,” seeming to find in their parties not only political or economic 
utility but also a kind of emotional or even spiritual fulfillment. 


DISRUPTION OF PARTIES 


The social and moral disputes of the 1850s, however, led swiftly to 
the deterioration of both parties. The Whigs sank into extinction, 
and the Democrats temporarily fractured. 

The slavery issue had already split the major parties in the 1840s. 
James G. Birney, a former Kentucky slaveholder turned abolitionist, 
ran for President in 1840 on the Liberty party ticket and picked up 
a scant 7,000 votes. But the Liberty party, made up of single-issue 
voters dedicated to the immediate and total abolition of slavery, 
persevered. In 1842 it elected a few state legislators in Massachusetts 
and Maine. In 1844 Birney, running again as the Liberty party can- 
didate for President, won 82,000 votes, including more than 8 percent 
of the total in Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont. The 
almost 16,000 votes Birney received in New York were more than 
three times the margin by which Polk carried the state against Clay. 
Since Polk would not have won the election without New York’s 
36 electoral votes, the Liberty party, the great majority of whose 
members were former Whigs, could fairly be said to have deprived 
Clay of victory in his third and final run for the presidency. 

Four years later the shoe was on the other foot. The Democratic 
party had been deeply divided by the Wilmot Proviso, an amend- 
ment to an appropriations bill introduced in 1846 by Representative 
David Wilmot, Democrat of Pennsylvania, that would prohibit the 
extension of slavery in all territories acquired from Mexico. The 
Wilmot Proviso passed the House, where representatives from states 
that prohibited slavery were a growing majority, but was bottled up 


106 FROM THE FOUNDING TO THE CIVIL WAR 


in the Senate, where slave states and free states were still equally 
represented. Southern Democrats, infuriated by the Wilmot Proviso, 
looked increasingly to the leadership of the aged Calhoun, who de- 
manded that Congress categorically renounce any authority to pro- 
hibit slavery in the territories. Many northern Democrats, too, 
followed President Polk in favoring conciliation of the southern slave- 
holders. But a significant segment of the northern Democracy felt 
that the party must dissociate itself from the extension of slavery. 

The division among the Democrats was particularly bitter in New 
York. One faction, called the Hunkers because ‘“‘they hankered after 
spoils,” led by former Governor Marcy, resisted any action that 
would risk losing the South from the Democracy. The other faction, 
called the Barnburners because they were “radical enough to burn 
down the barn to get rid of the rats,” backed the Wilmot Proviso. 
The two factions sent rival delegations to the 1848 Democratic na- 
tional convention. Hostility between the factions ran so high that 
when the convention voted to give each delegation half of New 
York’s vote, both sides rejected the compromise and New York was 
unable to participate.“ 

The 1848 Democratic convention nominated as its candidate for 
President Senator Lewis Cass of Michigan, who held that the voters 
in each territory should decide for themselves whether they wished 
their territory to be slave or free—a position that became known as 
“popular sovereignty.” Neither the Calhounites nor the Barnburners 
were satisfied with Cass’s approach. Several southern delegations 
walked out of the convention, and many Barnburners decided the 
time had come for independent action. 

At this point Martin Van Buren, of all people, agreed to accept 
the nomination of a new Free Soil party, a broadened and somewhat 
less radical descendant of the Liberty party. Van Buren may have 
been motivated in part by frustrated ambition. In 1844, seeking an- 
other crack at the presidency, he had received the support of a ma- 
jority of the delegates to the Democratic national convention on the 
first ballot. But he was blocked by southern delegations supporting 
Cass who used the two-thirds rule to prevent his nomination. In the 
end the convention chose Polk on the ninth ballot—the first “‘dark- 
horse” candidate to be nominated for President. This experience, and 
Cass’s role in it, may have weakened Van Buren’s normal reluctance 
to damage the chances of the Democratic ticket in 1848. But Van 
Buren was able to make the principled argument that the long-term 
welfare of the Democracy, and the nation, required that the party 
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shed its Calhounite influence, even at the cost of losing an election 
or two. 

That fall Van Buren received support from some northern Whigs, 
who swallowed hard to forget old antagonisms. In Massachusetts, 
for example, young Charles Sumner, entering politics for the first 
time, exhorted: “‘It is not for the Van Buren of 1838 we are to vote, 
but for the Van Buren of today. . . .”’ At least in New York, however, 
where Van Buren got 45 percent of his 292,000 total national vote, 
he made his greatest inroad among the Democrats. All but one of 
the nine New York counties that Van Buren carried, all in the heart- 
land of the “Little Magician’s’’ old Regency machine, had voted 
Democratic in 1844. Van Buren’s 120,000 votes in New York ex- 
ceeded Zachary Taylor’s plurality over Cass in the state. Without 
New York’s electoral votes, Taylor would have lost the election. 
Once again an anti-slavery third party in New York had tipped a 
national election—this time to the Whigs.* 

In another four years, the slavery issue had fatally split the Whigs 
as a national party. The Whigs’ underlying problem was that their 
alignment with the moral program of northern Protestantism, a prin- 
cipal source of the political dynamism they briefly enjoyed in the 
1840s, brought them into collision with the institution of slavery, 
thereby antagonizing and alienating their own southern wing. 

Most northern Protestants in the early 1850s were not abolitionists. 
Though morally repelled by slavery, particularly by the open conduct 
of the slave trade in the national capital, they were for the most part 
prepared to tolerate continuation of slavery in the areas where it had 
existed when the Constitution was approved. But the accession of 
vast new lands in the West following the war with Mexico—a war, 
ironically, that the South had enthusiastically promoted—put the 
issue in a different light. For both moral and economic reasons, the 
majority of northerners were simply not willing to accept the ex- 
tension of slavery into the developing West. 

When the national Whigs hedged on the issue, they cut themselves 
off from the moral support that had helped make them competitive 
in New York, Pennsylvania, and the old Northwest. At the same 
time, the presence in the Whig national leadership of opponents of 
slavery like Seward and Representative Thaddeus Stevens of Penn- 
sylvania made the party anathema in the South. Burgeoning Whig 
parties in states like Georgia, Florida, and Alabama collapsed. By 
1852 the solid Democratic South, except for Kentucky and Tennessee, 
was once more a political reality. 
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NATIVIST EXPLOSION 


In the mid-18s50s a second deeply divisive issue swept through the 
nation that for a time seemed to eclipse even the salience of slavery 
and further weakened the parties. Nativism and anti-Catholicism 
had long been staples of American politics. Protestants had passed 
laws discriminating against Catholics in colonial times, and anti- 
Catholicism had helped spark the Revolution. Protestants in the thir- 
teen colonies were angered by the favorable treatment given by the 
British crown to Catholicism in Canada after the French and Indian 
War. George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and others among the 
Founders did their best to discourage anti-Catholicism, and the states 
gradually repealed their laws discriminating on the basis of religion. 

With the great influx of Catholics, mainly from Ireland and Ger- 
many, in the 1830s and 1840s, anti-Catholic sentiment re-ignited, 
particularly among working-class Protestants in the big cities. Prej- 
udice against Catholics among middle-class and working-class 
Protestants was legitimized by the Protestant intelligentsia. Anti- 
Catholicism became associated with the reform program of Prot- 
estant social activists campaigning for the abolition of slavery, free 
public schools, and the prohibition of liquor. Horace Bushnell, one 
of the founders of liberal Protestantism in the United States, declared: 
“Our first danger is barbarism [from immigration], Romanism 
nest. 

Riots against Catholics erupted in Boston and Philadelphia, and a 
pitched battle between Protestants and Catholics in New York was 
narrowly averted. In the 1840s a secret society was formed to pro- 
mote legislation against immigration. The members were called 
Know-Nothings, because they were pledged to tell outsiders they 
knew nothing about the society’s existence. 

Since more than go percent of Catholics in most cities voted Dem- 
ocratic, many Whig politicians made what capital they could out of 
nativism. Most Whig leaders, however, resisted having their party 
turned into a vehicle for Know-Nothingism. Some Whigs, like Se- 
ward, Lincoln, and even Greeley, disassociated themselves from na- 
tivism. If the Know-Nothings got into power, Lincoln wrote, the 
doctrine, “all men are created equal,” which in practice already meant 
“all men are created equal, except Negroes,” would have to be 
changed to “all men are created equal, except Negroes and foreigners 
and Catholics.” If it came to that, Lincoln said, he would “prefer 
emigrating to some country where they make no pretense of loving 


Formation of Mass Parties 109 


liberty—to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, 
and without the base alloy of hypocrisy.” Greeley conceded in the 
New York Tribune, which he had helped found in 1841, that many 
immigrants were “‘deplorably clannish, misguided, and prone to vio- 
lence.” But he denounced the Know-Nothing movement as ‘‘essen- 
tially anti-Foreign, especially anti-Irish, and anti-Catholic.” How, he 
demanded, “can we regard any movement of this sort as other than 
hostile to the vital principles of our Republic?” 

Disappointed with the Whigs, the Know-Nothings in 1854 formed 
their own political party, which they called the American party. In 
its very first election, the American party scored practically a clean 
sweep in Massachusetts, winning the governorship, every seat in the 
state senate, and all but two of the 378 seats in the state house of 
representatives. Know-Nothing state tickets also triumphed in Del- 
aware and, through fusion with the Whigs, in Pennsylvania. In 1855 
the American party again won in Massachusetts and added victories 
in Connecticut, Rhode Island, New Hampshire, Maryland, and Ken- 
tucky. American party tickets also ran strong races in Virginia, Ten- 
nessee, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana and won some 
minor state offices in Texas. 

Nativism seemed on the verge of carrying the country. The New 
York Herald gloomily predicted that in 1856 a Know-Nothing would 
be elected President. Some American party leaders and sympathizers 
acknowledged that the party’s victory in a national election could 
produce violence. John Bell of Tennessee, normally a sensible and 
conservative politician, declared: “It is better that a little blood shall 
sprinkle the pavements and sidewalks of our cities now, than that 
their streets should be drenched in blood hereafter” as a result of 
“deadly conflict, between armed bands—it may be between disci- 
plined legions—Native Americans on one side, and foreigners sup- 
ported by native factions on the other.’ 

In some states, particularly in the South, the American party was 
moving into the vacuum created by the demise of the Whigs. But 
the Know-Nothings were more successful than the Whigs had ever 
been at reaching across class lines to attract working-class voters. In 
Baltimore, “‘the Know-Nothings received great accessions from the 
Democrats. The most marked change was in the Eighteenth Ward. 
This ward had been one of the Democratic strongholds, and it became 
the banner ward of the Know-Nothings.”’ Adjacent to the Baltimore 
and Ohio Railroad shops, the ward “‘was inhabited mainly by me- 
chanics and workingmen. . . .”’ In New Orleans, the American party 
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was controlled by “‘ward clubs, located in neighborhoods inhabited 
by workingmen who had moved to [the city] in the last ten or fifteen 
years. . . . This element did not hesitate to use violence to achieve 
political success. It was probably they who dressed as Indians, pa- 
raded through the streets intimidating Democratic voters, and made 
the American party the party of thugs.’’* 

Perhaps some of the recruits to Know-Nothingism were half- 
consciously seeking an issue that would transcend the deepening 
division between North and South over slavery. The 1854 meeting 
of the American party’s national council in Cincinnati adopted a 
pledge of loyalty to the Union, promising to “discourage and de- 
nounce any attempt coming from any quarter. . . to destroy or sub- 
vert it or to weaken its bonds.” 

Whatever the intent of its promoters, nativism failed to inspire a 
unifying nationalism. Know-Nothingism succumbed in part to 
ridicule and laughter as newspapers gleefully published its mumbo- 
jumbo rituals and as jokesters set up ‘‘Owe-Nothing,” ‘‘Say- 
Nothing,” and “‘Do-Nothing”’ societies. ° 

Most of all, Know-Nothingism was overwhelmed by the “‘irre- 
pressible conflict” over slavery that had to be settled before the Re- 
public could proceed. Northern and southern wings of the American 
party were soon quarreling over slavery, just as the Whigs and Dem- 
ocrats had done. “Thurlow Weed,” J. A. Isely writes, “began the 
decomposition of the American party by compelling its leaders to 
take notice of the slavery issue.” Henry Wilson, leader of the Amer- 
ican party in Massachusetts, announced that his purpose from the 
start had been “to disrupt the Whig and Democratic parties, in the 
confident hope that, out of the disorganized masses, then would come 
a great political party antagonistic to the influence of the Slave 
Powers 

In 1856 what remained of the American party persuaded former 
President Millard Fillmore to run as its presidential candidate. Fill- 
more, who happened to be visiting Pope Pius IX in Rome at the 
time of his nomination, disavowed anti-Catholicism. The party was 
ground between the Democrats and the Republicans. Though Fill- 
more received 20 percent of the national popular vote, he carried 
only one state, Maryland. The American party soon after ceased to 
exist. 
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Party Government 
The Civil War Republicans 


DURING THE 1850s the party system that formed around the Dem- 
ocrats and Whigs failed either to resolve or to continue delaying the 
increasingly bitter national controversy over slavery. In the 1860 
election the recently created Republican party, dedicated to checking 
the further spread of slavery (though not its immediate abolition in 
states where slavery already existed), won the presidency and 
achieved majority control in Congress. Within a few months after 
the election, several southern states seceded from the Union. Abra- 
ham Lincoln, the newly elected Republican President, decided to use 
military force to hold the Union together. The Civil War followed. 

Part of the reason neither the Democrats nor the Whigs were able 
to stand before the divisive force of the slavery issue—as they had 
failed to contain the challenge of nativism—was that neither had 
developed a truly cohesive national party in the 1850s. Structurally, 
both major parties were associations of state party organizations, 
some of which were little more than personal followings of particular 
politicians. The Democrats, especially in Jackson’s time, represented 
in a general way the liberal tradition; and the Whigs expressed many 
aspects of what was to become the republican tradition. But neither 
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major party had sufficient ideological coherence to override the com- 
peting passions and interests that divided them internally. 

The newly formed Republicans, too, were from the start a coa- 
lition party. Unlike the Liberty and Free Soil parties of the 1840s, 
the Republicans were far from being a single-issue party. Besides 
standing for resistance to slavery, they were committed to an exten- 
sive program that included, among other things, federal support for 
rapid industrial development, distribution of western public lands to 
small farmers, free public education, and moral reform. Above all, 
they promised to preserve the Union—one and indivisible. 

As a result of their stand against slavery, the Republicans had 
almost no support in the South or among slave-owners in the Border 
states. But elsewhere they were more of a national party, with a 
shared ideology and a centrally coordinated organization, than either 
the Democrats or the Whigs had been. 

In the hands of Lincoln and his associates, this party structure was 
shaped into a governing institution that not only restored a unified 
national republic but also over a period of several decades produced 
a society significantly different—though with problems of its own— 
from any that had preceded it in history. 


A NEW POLITICAL FORCE 


As Figure 6—1 shows, the geographic alignment created by the 1860 
election did not break completely with the patterns of the past. As 
in the elections of 1800 and 1828 (Figures 3—2 and 5-1), New England 
and the South were aligned almost solidly on opposing sides. The 
crucial shifts came in New York, Pennsylvania, and the states of the 
old Northwest, all of which had previously been normally Demo- 
cratic and now swung decisively to the Republicans, producing a 
new majority coalition. 

The election was complicated by the division of the Democracy 
into two parties, northern and southern, which had split during the 
summer of 1860 on the issue of slavery. It was made additionally 
complex by the appearance of a fourth contender, the Constitutional 
Union party, which sought to rally voters who regarded preserving 
the Union as more important than either checking or extending 
slavery, with John Bell of Tennessee as its presidential candidate. 
Lincoln swept all of the North except New Jersey, winning 180 
electoral votes, 28 more than the required majority. John Breckin- 
ridge of Kentucky, the candidate of the southern Democracy, carried 
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Figure 6-1 Electoral vote by states, 1860 
Source: Historical Statistics of the United States, Bureau of the Census, 1961 


most of the South and the Border states of Maryland and Delaware. 
Bell carried Virginia (where he defeated Breckinridge by only 156 
votes), Kentucky, and Tennessee. And Stephen A. Douglas of Illi- 
nois, the candidate of the regular Democratic party that had domi- 
nated national politics most of the time for the last 60 years, won 
only Missouri and three of New Jersey’s seven electoral votes. Voter 
turnout, which had declined in the early 1850s, rose to 82 percent— 
the second-highest level in American history. 

Much has been made of the fact that Lincoln won only about 40 
percent of the popular vote. But this was because in the South he 
received almost no votes at all. Of the 18 states of the North and 
West, not counting the Border states, Lincoln won solid majorities 
in all except California and Oregon, where he gained narrow plu- 
ralities in three-way contests with Douglas and Breckinridge, and 
New Jersey, which he lost by 4,000 votes to Douglas. While Lincoln 
was being elected President, the Republicans were winning (or had 
won in the last election) the governorships of every northern state 
and were achieving majorities in both houses of Congress. 

Other electoral systems might conceivably have kept the Repub- 
licans out of the presidency in 1860. But it is hard to believe that 


116 THE REPUBLICAN ERA 


any democratic means would have denied them the apex of national 
power for long. Like the Jeffersonians and Jacksonians before them, 
the Republicans in 1860 seemed to embody a social force whose hour 
had come. 

Lincoln won majorities in most counties in the North where the 
Whigs had been strong and made some important additions. In New 
York, he swept both the old Clintonian strongholds in the western 
part of the state and the former bastions of the Regency in the central 
region, leaving the Democracy in control of only New York City, 
Brooklyn (then a separate city), western Long Island, and some coun- 
ties in the Hudson Valley (Figure 6-2). In Pennsylvania, he carried 
the former Whig counties in the southeast and southwest and added 
the great swath of northern-tier counties, many of which had been 
represented in Congress by David Wilmot, who had made the tran- 
sition from Democrat to Free Soiler to Republican, and the formerly 
Democratic counties of the northeastern anthracite coal-mining re- 
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Figure 6-2 New York counties voting for Lincoln, 1860 


Source: W. Dean Burnham, Presidential Ballots: 1836—1892, Johns Hopkins University Press, 
Baltimore, 1955 
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gion (Figure 6—3). In Ohio, Lincoln prevailed in the south-central 
farming counties that had voted reliably for the Whigs and added 
the six northeastern counties around Cleveland that had voted Free 
Soil in 1848, plus the rich agricultural counties of the northwest and 
Hamilton County (containing the city of Cincinnati) in the southwest 
(Figure 6—4). In his home state of Illinois, Lincoln broke the long 
Democratic hegemony by carrying the eight northeastern counties 
around Chicago that had voted Free Soil in 1848 as well as the pros- 
perous northern and central farming counties that had been normally 
Whig. Southern Illinois, largely settled from the slave state of Ken- 
tucky (where Lincoln himself had been born), voted overwhelmingly 
for Douglas (Figure 6—5). 

A new political force, sweeping most of the North and West and 
totally excluded from the South, had assumed control of the Re- 
public. What manner of coalition was Lincoln leading into national 
power? 


REPUBLICAN ORIGINS 


The proximate cause of the formation of the Republican party was 
indignation in the North over the passage in 1854 of the Kansas— 
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Figure 6-3 Pennsylvania counties voting for Lincoln, 1860 


Source: W. Dean Burnham, Presidential Ballots: 1836-1892, Johns Hopkins University Press, 
Baltimore, 1955 
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Figure 6-4 Ohio counties voting for Lincoln, 1860 


Source: W. Dean Burnham, Presidential Ballots: 1836—1892, Johns Hopkins University Press, 
Baltimore, 1955 


Nebraska bill, which opened the western territories to slavery. “The 
passage of the Kansas—Nebraska bill by the traitors in the Senate of 
the United States,” Horace Greeley wrote in the New York Tribune, 
“is one further step of Southern chivalry toward effecting the brutal 
degradation of Mechanical and Laboring men, white and black, in 
the United States.” 

Neither the Democrats nor the Whigs, many northern voters con- 
cluded, could be trusted to resist the imperial ambition of the south- 
ern planter class. Yet the single-issue anti-slavery Free Soil party had 
turned out to be too narrowly based to win the decisive victory in 
the North that was needed to produce a majority in the electoral 
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Figure 6—5 Illinois counties voting for Lincoln, 1860 
Source: W. Dean Burnham, Presidential Ballots: 1836-1892, Johns Hopkins University Press, 
Baltimore, 1955 


college. What the anti-slavery cause required was a new political 
combination that would draw on the full range of economic and 
moral issues that had helped animate the Whigs and that at the same 
time would attract many of the Democrats who in 1848 had deserted 
their party to vote for the Free Soil ticket. 

During the winter of 1854, while politicians jousted in Washing- 
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ton, a new party was coming into being through hundreds of small 
gatherings in communities throughout the North called to protest 
passage of the Kansas—Nebraska Act. Several cities of the old North- 
west claim to have been the founding site of the Republican party. 
The claim most generally credited is that of Ripon, Wisconsin, for 
a meeting held on the night of March 20, 1854. The event was 
recorded by one of its organizers, Alvin E. Bovay: “We went into 
the little meeting held in a schoolhouse Whigs, Free Soilers, and 
Democrats. We came out of it Republicans. ”? 

The name Republican was chosen, Bovay wrote years later, be- 
cause it recalled Jefferson’s party and brought to mind a “common 
weal,” because it could be applied as a noun or an adjective to “ʻa 
party or to an individual,’’ and because it would be associated by 
Germans, vital to the new coalition in Wisconsin as in other mid- 
western states, with Republicaner, the name taken by participants in 
the unsuccessful German revolution of 1848. By June, Horace Gree- 
ley was writing in the Tribune: “We should not much care whether 
those (Free—Soilers, Whigs, Abolitionists, etc.) thus united were des- 
ignated Whigs, Free Democrats, or something else; though we think 
some simple name like Republican would more fitly designate those 
who have united to restore the Union to its true mission of champion 
and promulgator of liberty rather than propagandist of slavery.’” 

In many parts of the North, the Whigs did not make way for the 
new party without a fight. In Illinois, Abraham Lincoln, who in 
1854 had maneuvered himself to the Whig nomination for the Senate, 
resisted amalgamation with the Republicans, whom he viewed as 
too radical. In New York, William H. Seward and Thurlow Weed 
argued that the Whigs were still the best hope for those who aimed 
to contain slavery without splitting the Union. If a new party 
“equally right in its principles, and more able and willing to carry 
them out” should appear, Weed wrote in the Albany Evening Journal, 
“we will urge voters to go for that one.’”4 

By the summer of 1855, however, the Whigs had been finished 
off in many of their former northern strongholds by the Know- 
Nothings. The only real alternative to the Democrats for politicians 
who rejected unalloyed nativism was the emerging Republican party, 
which in the fall of 1854 won victories in state elections in Maine, 
Vermont, Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Indiana. Weed, Lincoln, 
and finally Seward joined the new alignment. In Massachusetts, 
young Charles Sumner, the embodiment of Boston brahmanism, 
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elected in 1851 to take Webster’s place in the Senate, became a Re- 
publican.® 

Free Soil Democrats, too, gravitated toward the new party. In 
Indiana, young Oliver P. Morton led a small band of dissenters out 
of the state Democratic convention ‘“‘amidst hisses and taunts” after 
it had endorsed Kansas—Nebraska. “Your heads are getting kinkey,”’ 
shouted some of the angry delegates. “Go and equalize yourselves 
with niggers.” Reaching the door, one of Morton’s companions 
turned and cried: “Hell dawns upon the Democratic party from this 
day onward. ”ć In Ohio, Salmon P. Chase, denied renomination for 
a second term in the Senate by the Democrats because of his anti- 
slavery views, ran successfully for governor on the Republican ticket. 

In the spring of 1855, adherents of the new party formed the 
national Republican Association. The Association’s first president 
was none other than Andrew Jackson’s old journalistic mouthpiece, 
Francis Preston Blair. Grown rich through his publishing business, 
Blair aspired to play for a second time the role of midwife to a party 
in the Jeffersonian tradition. He and his two sons, Frank and Mont- 
gomery, who had begun political careers in Missouri and Maryland, 
respectively, anticipated that enough Democrats would join the new 
party to overwhelm its Whig contingent, much as the Jacksonians 
had outweighed the followers of John Quincy Adams in the old 
Republican party in the 1820s. Two living remnants of the Jacksonian 
heyday, Thomas Hart Benton in Missouri and old Sam Houston in 
Texas, made sympathetic sounds. The opposition of many of the 
Free Soil Democrats to slavery had little in common with that of 
former conscience Whigs like Sumner. In 1857 Frank Blair led the 
Free Soilers to victory in the St. Louis municipal elections with the 
slogan, “White Men for Our City, and Our City for White Men.” 

The great majority, however, of recruits to the new party—about 
four out of five, according to one estimate—were former Whigs. 
They were attracted not only by their opposition to slavery but also 
by the Republicans’ endorsement of the Whigs’ economic program, 
which called for internal improvements and a high tariff. To this was 
added enthusiasm for the rapid development of the West through 
homesteading by small farmers, a cause championed by Greeley (“Go 
West, young man”) and others. One of the reasons the Kansas- 
Nebraska Act had rankled so deeply was that, by opening up the 
West to “the slave system, characterized . . . by the plantation, the 
production of staple crops, and non-industrialization,”’ it challenged 
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the “free labor” approach to national development. “Now then Free- 
men,” Greeley thundered in the Tribune, “shall the vast territory of 
the Northwest, once solemnly consecrated to FREEDOM FOR- 
EVER, be converted into a new range for the bloodhounds of future 
monsters?” 

Seward, who had been elected to the Senate from New York in 
1849, seemed the natural leader of the new party. He was on record 
as having predicted an “irrepressible uprising” of public opinion 
against slavery. But he continued to hold out hope that slavery would 
“give way to the salutary instructions of economy, and to the rip- 
ening influences of humanity.” He was a strong backer of the Whig 
economic program, but his opposition to nativism had won him 
support among Catholic and foreign-born Democrats. Yet he hung 
back. Perhaps the turning wheel of party change had not yet come 
to rest. Perhaps the Republicans would prove to be no more stable 
as a political formation than the discredited American party. Better, 
Seward decided, to remain another four years in the Senate,’ 

At the first Republican national convention, in Philadelphia in 
1856, the former Jacksonians, led by the Blairs, stepped into the 
breach. Nominated for President at their urging was John C. Fré- 
mont, known as “the Pathfinder” for his exploits in the exploration 
of the West. Frémont’s father-in-law was the old Jacksonian leader 
in Missouri, Thomas Hart Benton. Weed, who probably agreed with 
Seward that 1856 would be only a trial run for the new party, was 
content to back yet another military celebrity. The platform invoked 
the names of only two national heroes: Washington and Jefferson. 
Its central plank called for exclusion of slavery from the territories— 
giving rise to another memorable campaign slogan: “‘Free labor, free 
speech, free men, free Kansas, and Frémont!’ 

Weed assumed active management of the campaign. Edwin D. 
Morgan of New York, who, like his cousin, Junius, father of J. 
Pierpont, was achieving success in Wall Street, was installed as the 
first Republican national chairman. Norman Judd of Illinois, a po- 
litical associate of Abraham Lincoln, became secretary of the Re- 
publican National Committee. Greeley, despite tension with Weed 
(the two had fallen out when Weed had refused to slate the Tribune 
editor as Whig candidate for governor of New York in 1854), was 
put in charge of propaganda. Frémont’s wife (Benton’s daughter) 
Jessie, a formidable personage in her own right, ran the campaign 
office and answered the mail." 

Though the party was not yet fully organized, Frémont’s showing 
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in the fall was impressive: victory in all of New England, New York, 
and every state in the old Northwest except Illinois and Indiana, for 
114 electoral votes to 174 for the Democratic candidate, James Bu- 
chanan of Pennsylvania. Studying the election results, Weed and other 
Republican strategists spotted two important gaps in the party’s per- 
formance: in the crucial state of Pennsylvania, the coalition of former 
Whigs led by Thaddeus Stevens and Free Soil Democrats led by 
David Wilmot had not broken the hold of Democratic voting habits 
that dated from the time of Gallatin; and beer-drinking German- 
Americans in the Midwest, put off by the Republicans’ identification 
with nativism and prohibition, had for the most part remained loyal 
to the Democracy. 

The first of these problems was dealt with, first, by increasing 
emphasis on the Republicans’ support for a protective tariff, popular 
in both the industrial cities and the coalfields of Pennsylvania, and, 
second, by putting much of the party’s electoral business in the hands 
of Senator Simon Cameron, a former stalwart of the state’s Jacksonian 
Democratic machine. The German problem was met by playing 
down some of the moralistic aspects of the old Whig program. By 
1858, Democratic orators in the Midwest were reduced to warning 
German audiences that Republican victory would mean an “‘end to 
walks, kisses, and cooked meals on Sunday.” In 1860 most German- 
Americans followed their leader, Carl Schurz, into the Republican 
ranks. '! 

As the 1860 election approached, Republican prospects seemed 
distinctly favorable. The controversy over slavery had deepened, and 
the incumbent Democratic administration was blamed for the finan- 
cial panic of 1857. The shrewder Republican leaders recognized, how- 
ever, that the party still needed a broad platform if it was to avoid 
the fate of the Free Soilers in 1848. “I want to succeed this time,” 
Greeley wrote to a friend. “Yet I know the country is not Anti- 
Slavery. It will only swallow a little Anti-Slavery in a great deal of 
sweetening. An Anti-Slavery man per se cannot be elected; but a 
Tariff, River-and-Harbor, Pacific Railroad, Free-Homestead man may 
succeed although he is Anti-Slavery. . . . I mean to have as good a 
candidate as the majority will elect. ”!? 

In the industrial towns and mining regions of the East, the Re- 
publicans emphasized the tariff issue more than opposition to slavery. 
Andrew Curtin, Republican candidate for governor of Pennsylvania, 
promised to respond to the “vast heavings of the heart of Pennsyl- 
vania whose sons are pining for protectionism. ”™?! 
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Seward and Weed decided the time had at last come for Seward 
to rise to the presidency. Several rivals stood in his way: Chase of 
Ohio claimed to have a wider appeal among Democrats; Cameron 
of Pennsylvania put himself forward as his state’s favorite son; Gree- 
ley and the Blairs busied themselves on behalf of the Speaker of the 
House, Edward Bates of Missouri. Abraham Lincoln of Illinois, who 
had gained a national reputation in 1858 through a series of debates 
with Stephen Douglas, whom he had unsuccessfully challenged for 
the Senate, indicated his availability. Weed assured Seward, however, 
that ““Lincoln’s friends started him only for the second place. . . .”""4 

When party officials met to pick a site for the convention, Seward’s 
people proposed New York City, Chase’s people argued for Cleve- 
land or Columbus, and Bates’s people insisted on St. Louis. Norman 
Judd, Lincoln’s friend, who was still serving as secretary of the 
national committee, suggested that since Illinois did not have a serious 
candidate Chicago was the logical compromise choice. The others 
went along. Judd also had himself put in charge of seating guests at 
the convention. !° 

Weed transported several thousand New Yorkers to Chicago to 
give vocal support for Seward’s candidacy. Midwestern Republicans 
were not impressed. “The New Yorkers,” one delegate observed, 
“are a class unknown to Western Republicans—drunk more whiskey 
as any crowd of Democrats.” When the New Yorkers arrived at the 
convention hall, the Wigwam, they found that most of their seats 
were occupied by local Chicagoans who had been issued tickets by 
the industrious Judd. The placement of Seward’s name in nomination 
for President nevertheless produced a deafening uproar. When Lin- 
coln’s name was proposed, Judd’s legions responded. An Illinois 
delegate reported: 


No mortal ever before saw such a scene. The idea of us Hoosiers and 
Suckers being outscreamed would have been as bad to them as the 
loss of their man. Five thousand people at once leaped to their seats, 
women not wanting in the number, and the wild yell made soft vesper 
breathings of all that had preceded. No language can describe it. A 
thousand steam whistles, ten acres of hotel gongs, a tribe of Coman- 
ches, headed by a choice vanguard from pandemonium, might have 
mingled in the scene unnoticed. 16 


The size and enthusiasm of the demonstration, according to some 
who were there, transformed Lincoln into a serious candidate. On 
the first ballot, Seward led with 173% votes, followed by Lincoln 
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with 102, and Cameron, Chase, and Bates, each with about 5o. 
Greeley, whom Weed had denied even a seat in the New York del- 
egation, hurried about the convention floor, assuring any delegates 
who would listen that “Seward could not even carry New York.” 

Lincoln, waiting in Springfield, had instructed his managers to 
make no deals to secure the nomination. In the turmoil of the con- 
vention, they did what they believed the situation required. Ap- 
proaching agents of Simon Cameron, one of the master political 
spoilsmen of the time, they promised that support now would be 
rewarded with recognition by a Lincoln administration. (As in fact 
it was: Lincoln made Cameron secretary of war, a post which he 
used shamelessly to provide jobs and financial manna for the faithful 
of the Pennsylvania Republican party.) On the second ballot, Penn- 
sylvania switched to Lincoln, and a rush for the evident victor began. 
On the third ballot, Lincoln was nominated. Greeley, making his 
way to the New York delegation, was delighted to find Weed bathed 
in tears. 

Lincoln’s managers offered the vice-presidential nomination to 
Edwin Morgan of New York, who firmly turned it down. The prize 
was then bestowed on Senator Hannibal Hamlin of Maine. Party 
leaders worried that the New Yorkers might plan to sit out the 
election. Their concern was unfounded. Within a week Weed was 
with Lincoln in Springfield planning the fall campaign. 

Faced with a three-way division among their opponents, the Re- 
publicans rolled toward victory. Marching clubs known as “Wide 
Awakes”’ paraded through northern cities and towns, whipping up 
enthusiasm for the Republican ticket. A little before midnight on 
November 6, Simon Cameron wired Lincoln: “Pennsylvania 70,000 
for you. New York safe. Glory enough.” The Republican era had 
begun. 


REPUBLICAN IDEOLOGY 


Lincoln, in one of those aphorisms of his that are more subtle than 
they at first appear, once said that the two great parties had stolen 
each other’s clothes. And so it seemed: the more equalitarian of the 
two parties, the Democrats, had become the defenders of slavery; 
while the Republican party, descended from the relatively conserv- 
ative Federalists and Whigs, championed human rights and social 
justice. Underscoring this transformation, the Republicans—and not 
only those with Democratic origins—emphasized their ties to the 
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individualistic and socially progressive philosophy of Thomas Jef- 
ferson. Lincoln said that he had “‘never had a feeling politically that 
did not spring from the sentiments embodied”’ in Jefferson’s Dec- 
laration of Independence. 

Yet the deeper significance of Lincoln’s metaphor is sometimes 
missed: the clothes had been changed, but the bodies remained the 
same. The Democrats, despite the incubus of slavery they now car- 
ried, and despite the adherence of some prominent businessmen and 
wealthy individuals, particularly in New York, remained in most 
parts of the country the party of those, other than blacks, who had 
not yet made it in American society or who viewed market capitalism 
with suspicion or dread. The Republicans, while firmly committed 
to equality before the law and acting as social liberators against slav- 
ery, were from the beginning the party more identified with moral 
puritanism and emerging industrial capitalism. 

The Republicans rejected the argument of the philosophers of the 
Enlightenment and the British utilitarians that self-interest is the only 
legitimate starting point for moral philosophy. One of the worst 
aspects of slavery, Lincoln said in 1854, was that it forced “good 
men into insisting there is no right principle of action but self-in- 
terest.” For Lincoln, as J. David Greenstone has pointed out, indi- 
vidual freedom was not “natural liberty” to do as one pleased; rather, 
as it had been for the early Puritans, it was ‘‘civil liberty” to do “that 
only which is good, just, and honest.” Freedom, in other words, in 
the Republican view, was not a self-sufficient political or economic 
value but a quality that derives its moral authority from the role with 
which transcendent purpose has vested the human individual. 
Through both specific reference and rhetorical style, Lincoln invoked 
the Biblical tradition of divine justice and purpose rather than the 
Enlightenment standard of unconditioned self-fulfillment. The 
Founders, he said in a speech in Springfield in 1857, “meant to set 
up a standard maxim for a free society which should be. . . con- 
stantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never 
perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly 
spreading and deepening its influence,” to the benefit of “all people 
of all colors everywhere.” 1 

Ordered liberty, the Republicans believed, could best be achieved 
through political nationalism and economic capitalism. The Republi- 
cans’ opposition to slavery, at least to the spread of slavery, was the 
underlying moral cause of the Civil War and was increasingly in- 
voked by Lincoln as the war continued. But the issue on which the 
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war began, and which chiefly motivated most of the combatants on 
both sides, was, not slavery, which Lincoln took no step to end until 
the war was well advanced and then only in areas controlled by the 
Confederacy, but the question of whether the nation was a pragmatic 
federation of states, as Democrats such as Stephen Douglas had ar- 
gued and even many Whigs had believed, or an indissoluble political 
and social union, as the Republicans insisted. 

The secession of seven southern states before Lincoln’s inaugu- 
ration, and of four more when the President resorted to arms to put 
down the rebellion, directly challenged the Republicans’ concept of 
nationalism. The nation, Lincoln maintained, was anterior to fed- 
eration and took precedence over even the Constitution. ‘Was it 
possible,” he asked, when the constitutionality of some of his war- 
time measures was challenged, “to lose the nation and yet preserve 
the Constitution?” The outcome of the war, a Republican journal 
editorialized in 1865, marked ‘“‘an epoch by the consolidation of 
nationality under democratic forms. . . . The territorial, political, 
and historical oneness of the nation is now ratifiied by the blood of 
thousands of her sons. . . . The prime issue of the war was between 
nationality one and indivisible, and the loose and changeable fed- 
eration of independent States.” 

Within the political framework of nationalism, the Republicans 
claimed, free-enterprise industrial capitalism provided the economic 
setting most conducive to republican democracy. “In April, 1861,” 
James Garfield told the House of Representatives three years after 
the war ended, “there began in this country an industrial revolu- 
tion . . . as far-reaching in its consequences as the political and mil- 
itary revolution through which we have passed.” The Republicans 
saw no conflict between equality under the law and economic com- 
petition. Quite the contrary: “Advancement,” Lincoln declared, 
“improvement in condition—is the order of things in a society of 
equals.” Lincoln’s description of a free economy reflected a social 
ideal that was not far from Jefferson’s: “Men, with their fami- 
lies . . . work for themselves, on their farms, in their houses, and 
in their shops, taking the whole product to themselves, and asking 
no favors of capital on one hand nor of hired labor or slaves on the 
other. Yet Lincoln’s law practice in Springfield had been largely 
devoted to representing corporations that already were organizing 
the economy into larger and larger units. He seems to have had some 
misgivings about the process but believed that its results would be 
on the whole beneficial. “I don’t believe in a law to prevent a man 
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getting rich,” he told striking employees of the New Haven shoe 
industry in 1859. “It would do more harm than good. So while we 
do not propose war on capital we do wish to allow the humblest 
man an equal chance to get rich with everybody else.” There was, 
he said, no “such thing as a free hired laborer being fixed to that 
condition for life.” 

Lincoln’s view of the social role of property, which was fully 
shared by the leaders of his party, including such so-called radicals 
as Thaddeus Stevens and Charles Sumner, was wholly Lockean. 
“Property,” he said in 1863, “is the fruit of labor; property is desir- 
able; is a positive good in the world. That some should be rich shows 
that others may become rich, and hence is just encouragement to 
industry and enterprise.” 

The Republicans were not shy about using the federal government 
to help achieve their economic and social objectives. While carrying 
on a war of enormous magnitude accompanied by deep social dis- 
cord, Lincoln and the Republican majority in Congress pushed 
through an unprecedented body of domestic legislation: the Home- 
stead Act of 1862, making public land in the West available free to 
settlers who would promise to develop it; the Agricultural College 
Act of 1862, sponsored by Representative Justin Morrill of Vermont, 
offering assistance to the states to establish “agricultural and me- 
chanical colleges” (the origin of most American state universities): 
creation of the first national paper currency and suppression of the 
currencies formerly printed by state banks; the National Banking Act 
of 1863, drafted in consultation with Wall Street financiers like the 
Morgans, providing capital essential for industrial investment; chart- 
ering of the Union Pacific and Central Pacific railroads in 1862, 
leading to completion of the first transcontinental railroad in 1869: 
establishment in 1864 of the Immigration Bureau, to help attract 
labor from abroad; and the Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing slav- 
ery, in 1865. 

The war itself helped stimulate industrial enterprise. Philip Ar- 
mour used millions acquired from supplying beef to the Union army 
to establish a gigantic meat-packing enterprise, making Chicago the 
center of the industry. Thomas Scott, vice president of the Penn- 
sylvania Railroad and assistant secretary of war, began the ration- 
alization of the railroad industry. John D. Rockefeller plowed back 
profits from government contracts to underwrite the consolidation 
of the petroleum industry. Young J. Pierpont Morgan arranged fi- 
nancing for arms manufacturers. In California, Leland Stanford, 
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Mark Hopkins, Collis P. Huntington, and Charles Crocker (the “Big 
Four”) launched a business empire based on subsidies paid by the 
federal and state governments to help finance construction of the 
Central Pacific Railroad. Jay Cooke, the Philadelphia financier, di- 
rected the marketing of federal government securities, which by the 
end of the war had produced a national debt of more than $2 billion, 
largely owned by wealthy individuals and financial institutions. The 
Hamiltonian strategy of wedding business interests to strong national 
government once more led to dynamic economic growth—once 
more at the cost of rampant materialism, increased economic dis- 
parity between rich and poor, and widespread governmental cor- 
ruption. 


LINCOLN AS PARTY LEADER 


Both to mobilize support for the war effort and to manage social 
change, Lincoln relied heavily on the political leverage supplied by 
the Republican party. His first cabinet gave representation to all major 
party factions: Seward as secretary of state; Chase at the treasury; 
Cameron (reluctantly appointed) as secretary of war; Edward Bates, 
Greeley’s candidate for President, as attorney general; Montgomery 
Blair as postmaster general; and Gideon Wells of Connecticut, an- 
other former Jacksonian, as secretary of the navy. Seward, with 
whom the President’s relations at first were chilly, soon became his 
closest ally. Other members of the cabinet tended to band together 
against Seward, but Lincoln repeatedly invoked the need for party 
unity to prevent his ouster. 

Chase, who thirsted to succeed Lincoln, became the greatest prob- 
lem. The ambitious treasury secretary believed that his popularity 
with Radical Republicans in Congress made him invulnerable to 
removal. Five times Chase submitted his resignation and each time 
Lincoln refused, in part to limit the Ohioan’s freedom to maneuver 
within the party. When Chase offered his resignation a sixth time in 
1864, after Lincoln’s renomination for a second term had been as- 
sured, the President, to Chase’s great astonishment and chagrin, 
accepted. Lincoln later made Chase Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court—after Chase had helped him carry Ohio in 1864.” 

Chase’s departure from the cabinet gave too much weight in the 
administration to the Blair faction, whose conservative views on race 
issues were coming under growing fire from Republicans in Con- 
gress. Lincoln reluctantly dropped Montgomery Blair, with whom 


130 THE REPUBLICAN ERA 


his personal relations were close, as postmaster general. Blair, too, 
still hoping for future rewards from the Republican party, gave strong 
support to Lincoln’s reelection. 

Early in Lincoln’s first term a Radical Republican faction developed 
in Congress, led by Thaddeus Stevens of Pennsylvania in the House 
and Charles Sumner of Massachusetts in the Senate. The Radicals 
wanted to move faster and farther on slavery and race issues than 
Lincoln at first was prepared to go. 

Lincoln had attacked slavery as a moral evil throughout his political 
career. After witnessing as a young man the slave trade in action in 
New Orleans, he is reputed to have said that if he ever got the chance 
he would “hit that thing and hit it hard.” In 1854 he called for 
recognition of “the profound central truth that slavery is wrong and 
ought to be dealt. with as a wrong.” But Lincoln, at least before he 
became President, was no believer in social equality between the 
races. The natural tension between races, he argued, made it im- 
possible for whites and blacks to live together as equals. His preferred 
solution was the colonization of most blacks to the Caribbean or 
Central America. “There is an unwillingness on the part of our 
people,” he told a conference of northern black leaders early in his 
presidency, “harsh as it may be, for you colored people to remain 
with us.’ 

As the war continued, consuming hundreds of thousands of lives 
and devastating entire regions, Lincoln’s sense of human mutuality 
and respect for blacks, who after 1863 served in large numbers in 
the Union army, deepened. By the time of his second inaugural in 
1865, he saw the overthrow of slavery, and the war it had required, 
as a tragic moral drama: “. . . if God wills that it continue until all 
the wealth piled by the bondsman’s 250 years of unrequited toil shall 
be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be 
paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said 3,000 years ago, 
so still it must be said, ‘The judgments of the Lord are true and 
righteous altogether.’ ” But he always gave higher priority to win- 
ning the war against the Confederacy than to bringing justice to 
blacks—believing, no doubt, that the latter depended on the former. 

As the end of the war approached, Lincoln took steps to facilitate 
limited participation by blacks in political life. But he remained sen- 
sitive to white resistance. When a free state administration was 
formed in 1864 in Louisiana, occupied by Union troops, Lincoln 
wrote the newly installed governor: “‘I barely suggest for your private 
consideration, whether some of the colored people not be let in—as 
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for instance, the very intelligent, and especially those who have 
fought gallantly in our ranks. . . . But this is only a suggestion, not 
to the public, but to you alone.” (The governor, a southern unionist, 
organized a solidly white administration.) Lincoln’s hope for the 
postwar South was that the former southern Whigs, the men who 
had voted for John Bell in 1860, would rally to the Republican party 
and form state administrations of moderate conservative character.” 

The Radical Republicans were of quite a different mind. From the 
start of the war, they pressed for immediate emancipation, enrollment 
of black troops in the Union army, and confiscation of property 
owned by supporters of the Confederacy. “We have entered upon a 
struggle,” wrote a Massachusetts abolitionist in 1861, “which ought 
not to be allowed to end until the Slave Power is completely sub- 
jugated, and emancipation made certain.” When Lincoln moved slowly 
on all these matters, the Radicals pressured him relentlessly through 
their Committee on the Conduct of the War. Yet, as Eric McKitrick 
has pointed out, the Radicals were tied to Lincoln by shared party 
interest and basic ideology. Chafe though they might at his relative 
caution, they never doubted that he was preferable to any Democrat. 
Some of the Radicals plotted in 1864 to substitute Chase or Frémont 
as the Republican candidate for President, but when their efforts 
failed most of them supported Lincoln, both at the convention and 
in the general election. At “most crucial points” in his administration, 
Lincoln sought the support of the Radicals, and almost always he 
got it. The President’s relations with Stevens were civil and with 
Sumner cordial.” 

The deep division in the North was not between Lincoln and the 
Radicals, but between virtually all Republicans and those, mostly 
Democrats, who favored a negotiated settlement of the war and a 
conciliatory approach to the southern slave-owners. Through skillful 
use of the Republican party structure, Lincoln was able to hold rad- 
icals and moderates together in a coalition that withstood assault 
from opponents who aimed at a fundamental change in national 
policy. “The tensions and conflicts of the Lincoln administra- 
tion . . . were considerable. But without a party apparatus to harness 
and direct them, they would surely have been unmanageable.’’” 

Jefferson Davis, as McKitrick has shown, suffered grievously from 
lack of a comparable party apparatus in the South. The founders of 
the Confederacy, in keeping with their claim that they were returning 
to the constitutional intent of the Founders, abjured political parties. 
The result was recurring deadlock and ultimate chaos. Unlike Lin- 
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coln, who received strong support from the Republican governors 
who presided over northern statehouses, President Davis could in- 
voke no bond of party loyalty to keep southern governors in line. 
Lacking a common party interest, some southern governors were 
soon holding back troops and pursuing their separate courses, at 
times defying national policies called for by Davis. Alexander Ste- 
phens, the Vice President of the Confederacy, a former Whig, dis- 
liked Davis, who had been a Democrat, and spent most of the war 
in a sulk. Hannibal Hamlin, in contrast, gave Lincoln what help he 
could, and when political expediency in 1864 dictated that he step 
aside to make room for Andrew Johnson to become Lincoln’s run- 
ning mate, he accepted without a murmur. (He returned a few years 
later to the Senate, where he served as a loyal Republican until 1881.) 

Even the lack of an organized opposition handicapped Davis. 
There was no structure representing his political opponents with 
which he could negotiate. And he could not score against a visible 
antagonistic political force, as Lincoln did against the Democrats in 
the North. 

The Confederacy operated under such dire circumstances, from 
first to last, that its experience cannot be taken as a fair test of any 
of its institutions. But it at least showed that the absence of party, 
far from strengthening administration in time of national crisis, was 
if anything a source of added political strain. 

Lincoln had absorbed well the lessons of party combat in Illinois. 
As President, he went beyond any of his predecessors in using the 
resources of the federal government to advance his party at both the 
national and state levels. In 1862 war weariness in the North produced 
a reaction against the Republicans, enabling the Democrats to recap- 
ture the governorshp of New York and control of several state leg- 
islatures. Oliver P. Morton, Republican governor of Indiana, faced 
Democratic majorities in both houses of the legislature, which by 
refusing to pass an appropriations bill left the state treasury bare. 
Lincoln for a time dipped into federal funds to keep Morton’s admin- 
istration solvent.” 

In 1863 prospects appeared bleak for several other Republican gov- 
ernors seeking reelection. Andrew Curtin, Republican governor of 
Pennsylvania, was challenged by a Democratic opponent who prom- 
ised to test the constitutionality of the national conscription act, 
passed earlier that year. Federal government employees from Penn- 
sylvania were assessed 1 percent of their salaries to help pay Curtin’s 
campaign expenses. On election day they were given free railroad 
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passes and sent home to vote. The War Department authorized field 
commanders to furlough as many Pennsylvania soldiers as could be 
spared. Workers at the Philadelphia arsenal were marched to the polls 
‘like cattle to the slaughter.” Curtin won narrowly by 15,000 votes. 

In Connecticut, Republican Governor William Buckingham was 
opposed by a Democrat who called for an end to the war. Soldiers 
were sent home to vote, and Connecticut arms manufacturers were 
advised that future contracts might depend on large turnouts among 
their workers for the Republican ticket. Buckingham squeaked 
through with a margin of only 3,000. 

The contest the Republicans were most determined to win was in 
Ohio, where the Democratic candidate for governor was former 
Representative Clement Vallandigham, the North’s most notorious 
“copperhead,” as southern sympathizers were called, who had re- 
cently been arrested by military authorities for “‘seditious utterances” 
(one of the instances in which Lincoln was accused of violating the 
Constitution). Federal resources, including furloughed troops, fed- 
eral employees sent home to vote, and funds assessed from govern- 
ment jobholders, were poured into Ohio. Secretary Chase, joined 
by Governor Morton from Indiana, stumped the state. Ohio re- 
mained under Republican administration by a walloping 100,000- 
vote majority. 

In 1864 Lincoln himself confronted seemingly formidable oppo- 
sition for reelection from the Democratic candidate for President, 
General George B. McClelland, who had organized the Union army 
into a disciplined fighting force after early reverses but never quite 
succeeded in leading it to decisive victory. Lincoln ran as the can- 
didate of a hastily assembled Unionist party, a coalition of Repub- 
licans and Democrats who supported continuation of the war. Former 
Senator Andrew Johnson of Tennessee, a Democrat who had re- 
mained loyal to the Union when his state seceded, was put on the 
ticket for Vice President to give an appearance of bipartisanship. 
Republican organizations at the national and state levels, however, 
retained their identities and carried most of the load in Lincoln’s 
campaign. 

Republican operatives swung into action in ways that even the 
most ruthless or adventurous among today’s campaign managers 
would not dare attempt: “The National Republican Committee,” a 
Washington observer reported, “have taken full possession of all the 
Capitol buildings, and the committee rooms of the Senate and House 
of Representatives are filled with clerks, busy in mailing Lincoln 
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documents all over the loyal states. . . . The Post Office Department, 
of course, is attending to the lion’s share of this work. Eighty bags 
of mail matter, all containing Lincoln documents, are daily sent to 
Sherman’s army.” Henry J. Raymond, editor of the New York Times, 
took on the added role of chairman of the Union party. He efficiently 
assessed campaign contributions from all federal government em- 
ployees. From Pennsylvania alone, 10,000 soldiers were given fur- 
loughs so they could go home to vote.” 

The capture of Atlanta by General Sherman’s army in September 
probably did more than all the party machinery combined to assure 
Lincoln’s reelection. Nevertheless, the victory was one in which 
party workers could take justifiable pride: a sweep by the national 
ticket of every state in the Union except New Jersey, Delaware, and 
Kentucky; increased “Unionist” majorities in both houses of Con- 
gress; and return of Republican control to every northern statehouse. 


TRIUMPH OF THE RADICALS 


Lincoln’s assassination on April 15, 1865, one week after General 
Lee’s surrender to General Grant at Appomattox Court House, re- 
moved a vital link that had helped hold the Republican coalition 
together. Though none of the party factions had been wholly satisfied 
with Lincoln, his political skill and national popularity had served 
to keep them all running on the same track. 

Andrew Johnson succeeded to the presidency and at first seemed 
to tilt toward the Radicals. “Treason must be made odious,” Johnson 
had said in 1864, “‘and traitors must be punished and impoverished.” 
A group of Radical congressmen quickly arranged a meeting with 
the new President. “Johnson, we have faith in you,” said Senator 
Ben Wade of Ohio, a leading Radical. “By the Gods, there will be 
no trouble now in running the government.” Johnson replied: “I 
hold this: . . . treason is a crime, and crime must be punished.” Senator 
Zachariah Chandler of Michigan, another Radical, wrote to his wife: 
“I believe that the Almighty continued Mr. Lincoln in office as long 
as he was useful, and then substituted a better man to finish the 
work.’’*° 

Johnson had made his political career as an opponent of Tennessee’s 
planter oligarchs, whom he seems genuinely to have hated. What no 
one at first noticed was that he was also a thoroughgoing racist. 
“White men alone must manage the South,” he confided to a political 
crony. When his policies were challenged in Congress, he made pub- 
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lic his dislike for blacks. In a message to Congress opposing black 
suffrage, he argued that blacks possessed less “capacity for govern- 
ment than any other race of people. No independent government of 
any form has ever been successful in their hands. On the contrary, 
wherever they have been left to their own devices they have shown 
a constant tendency to relapse into barbarism.” This was, probably, 
as Eric Foner points out, the most blatantly racist statement ever 
made in an official pronouncement by a President of the United 
States? 

Johnson’s fears of the effects of black participation in politics caused 
him to reassess his former low opinion of the southern planter class. 
Far from wreaking vengeance on officers and supporters of the Con- 
federacy, he was soon restoring them to power in the southern state 
administrations established under his authority. The new southern 
state governments began enacting “Black Codes” that severely lim- 
ited the political and economic rights of former slaves. 

The Radicals had not expected that enactment of federal legislation 
guaranteeing equal rights for blacks would be easy. Resistance to 
racial equality, said Thaddeus Stevens, would come from the same 
groups that formerly had resisted emancipation: “When it was first 
proposed to free the slaves and arm the blacks, did not half the nation 
tremble? The prim conservatives, the snobs, and the male waiting 
maids in Congress, were in hysterics.” But with the President’s 
support, they had been confident they would prevail. Finding John- 
son leading the opposition, they determined “to draw our swords 
and throw away the scabbards. . . .” In 1866 the Republican majority 
in Congress passed the Civil Rights Act, which protected blacks 
from discriminatory legislation by state governments, over Johnson’s 
veto, and enacted, against his resistance, the Fourteenth Amendment, 
which established equality before the law.” 

Breaking with the Radicals, Johnson, who aspired to election to 
a full term in 1868, looked elsewhere for political support. Leading 
Democrats, sensing an opportunity to restore their party’s fortunes 
and sharing Johnson’s views on southern reconstruction, claimed the 
President as their own. Horatio Seymour, the Democrat who had 
been elected governor of New York in the midst of the Civil War, 
advised Johnson to resist efforts by the Republicans “to keep up 
hatred towards the South.” Seymour, who had close ties to the New 
York financial community, claimed that the Radicals’ plan for re- 
construction was a “blind. . . not only to keep the Republicans in 
power but to keep New England in power.”’ Johnson, however, was 
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shrewd enough to recognize that the Democratic party was still too 
tainted by the equivocal behavior of many of its leaders during the 
war to make it a viable base in national politics.* 

In the Republican party, Johnson at first found his principal allies 
among the Blairites. When Johnson at his inauguration, apparently 
under the influence of whiskey he had drunk to ward off an illness, 
delivered “a rambling and strange harangue,” the Blairs hustled him 
off to the family mansion at Silver Spring, in the Maryland coun- 
tryside outside Washington, to recuperate. Discovering that Johnson 
shared their conservative views on race, they took new hope that 
the Republican party might be made into an instrument of the former 
Jacksonian consensus, freed of association with slavery, and with the 
Radicals driven into a separate party of their own. “If we can dispose 
of the slave question,” said Montgomery Blair, “we shall have the 
miscegenationists [his name for anyone who favored equality for 
blacks] in a party to themselves and can beat them easily.” 

The flaw in the Blairs’ plan, which Johnson largely approved, was 
that not only the Radical Republicans, who were indeed a minority 
within the party, but also the great majority of moderates were 
appalled by the swift restoration of former supporters of the Con- 
federacy to positions of power in the South. Even Republicans who 
had qualms about black suffrage were outraged by the Black Codes. 
“Whoever assented to the President’s plan of Reconstruction,” ob- 
served Representative James G. Blaine of Maine, a rising star among 
mainstream Republicans, “. . . assented to the full right of the re- 
bellious states to continue legislation of this odious type.” 

Sturdier support for Johnson came from Seward, who stayed on 
as secretary of state. Gradually recovering from the effects of an 
attempt on his life by a participant in the same conspiracy that had 
killed Lincoln, Seward tried to steer Johnson toward a position that 
would win the backing of a majority of northern voters. Many in 
the North, Seward calculated, were not keen on giving the vote to 
blacks but would not stand for repressive state legislation that would 
virtually restore slavery in everything but name, as though the Civil 
War had never happened. 

In association with Weed and Henry Raymond, who was still 
editing the Times while serving as a member of the House of Rep- 
resentatives, Seward tried to keep alive the Union party on which 
Lincoln had run for reelection in 1864, leaving the Republican party 
to wither into a rump containing a few Radicals. It was a politically 
fatal misjudgment. The Republican party had become identified in 
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the minds of millions in the North with the cause for which so many 
had died and practically all had suffered. The period of party fluidity 
that had preceded the war was over. Party loyalties had hardened. 
By turning their backs on the Republican party, Seward and Weed 
seemed to many to be turning against the cause itself. 

Events during the campaign leading up to the 1866 midterm elec- 
tion, which Johnson and Seward hoped would increase support for 
the administration in Congress, ended what small chance there had 
been for maintaining the Union party as a political force. At a Union 
party convention in Philadelphia, former copperheads played highly 
visible roles. In New York the party was drawn into an electoral 
alliance with Tammany Hall, currently led by the notorious William 
Marcy Tweed. Early in October, Raymond, who had remained 
Unionist national chairman, gave up the struggle and scuttled back 
to the regular Republican ranks. Weed stuck to the end, raising 
money for the Unionist-Democratic fusion ticket.” 

Finding themselves cut off from the patronage resources controlled 
by the administration, Radical Republicans in the House formed their 
own fundraising campaign committee—direct ancestor of the current 
National Republican Congressional Committee. Democrats in the 
House responded by setting up a competing campaign committee— 
ancestor of the current Democratic Congressional Campaign Com- 
mittee. (The separate campaign committees now operated by the two 
parties in the Senate were established after the passage in 1913 of the 
Seventeenth Amendment calling for the direct election of senators.) 

When the returns were counted, the Radical Republicans were 
found to have strengthened their position in Congress. In New York 
the regular Republicans, led by Radicals like Greeley and Repre- 
sentative Roscoe Conkling of Utica, won a narrow victory. 

Johnson and the congressional Republicans, now dominated by 
Radicals, moved toward confrontation. ““The whole fabric of south- 
ern society must be changed,” Stevens told the House, “and never 
can it be done if this opportunity is lost.” The white-supremacy state 
governments in the South that Johnson had approved were swept 
aside, and Republican administrations, elected with the support of 
blacks enfranchised by congressional edict, took their place.* 

Johnson did what he could to resist intrusion by Congress into 
the affairs of the executive branch. On March 13, 1868, the House, 
with Stevens as chief prosecutor, brought articles of impeachment 
against the President. After trial in the Senate, presided over by Chief 
Justice Chase, 35 senators voted for conviction—one short of the 
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required two-thirds majority. Only seven Republican senators voted 
for acquittal (though more were said to be prepared to support the 
President if their votes had been needed). 

Seeking to pull the party together after the tumultuous divisions 
of the Johnson administration, the Republicans in 1868 chose as their 
candidate for President Ulysses S. Grant, who had led the Union 
army to final victory. The Democrats, after turning aside a bid from 
the compulsively ambitious Chase (who also had made known his 
availability to the Republicans), nominated Horatio Seymour, a mod- 
erate conservative. Many of the Jacksonians who had defected to the 
Republicans in the 1850s, foremost among them the Blairs, returned 
to the Democracy. Awarded the Democratic nomination for Vice 
President, Frank Blair announced that a Democratic victory would 
assure the restoration of white-supremacy governments in the South. 
It proved not to be a popular message. Grant carried every northern 
state except New York, New Jersey, and Oregon, plus seven southern 
states in which many former supporters of the Confederacy had been 
disenfranchised, for a total of 214 electoral votes to 80 for Seymour. ® 

Grant, a military genius who, with his use of advanced technology 
and logistics against the Confederacy, may fairly be said to have 
invented modern warfare, had little political interest or skill. Though 
he had briefly served as secretary of war under Johnson—thereby 
playing a role in the administrative stand-off that had provided the 
excuse for the House’s vote to impeach—he had finally come down 
on the side of the Radicals, who had approved his nomination. He 
made no objection to continuation of the patronage machine that 
Lincoln had installed in the executive branch, but he turned over 
control of its operation to a quadrumvirate of Radical senators. 

The Radicals had won. But it was a somewhat different kind of 
Radicalism than what had existed during the war and immediate 
postwar years. Stevens had died in 1868, a few weeks after Johnson’s 
acquittal (to be buried, at his request, in a cemetery for blacks in 
Lancaster, Pennsylvania, as a symbol of his commitment to racial 
equality). Sumner remained in the Senate, but he had always been 
more of an orator and scholar than a political strategist. Active lead- 
ership among the Radicals, and therefore as long as Grant was Pres- 
ident in the Republican party, passed to the Senate quadrumvirate: 
Roscoe Conkling of New York, who moved up from the House in 
1867; Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania, who returned to the Senate 
after a tour as ambassador to Russia (where Lincoln had sent him in 
1862 when the extent of corruption in the War Department made it 
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prudent to get him out of the cabinet); Oliver Morton of Indiana; 
and Zachariah Chandler of Michigan. 

The Republican party had established itself as more than a wartime 
or single-issue phenomenon and had made itself, for a time at least, 
the dominant force in national politics and government. The vic- 
torious Republican leaders, while much concerned with the spoils of 
office, were determined to put into effect the doctrines of nationalism, 
market capitalism, and traditional Protestant morality that had 
formed their party’s ideological core from the start. 


Se SEVEN X% 


Machine Politics 


The Gilded Age 


THE PERIOD FROM ULyssEs GRANT’S first election as President in 1868 
to the early 1890s is titled the “Gilded Age’’—an era of widespread 
political corruption and ruthless business conduct, but also a time of 
astonishing economic growth and intense religious vitality. The pe- 
riod has also been called the “golden age of parties.” Party organi- 
zations seem to have had more influence on election outcomes than 
at any time before or since. Parties in government were by American 
standards unusually united, and parties in the electorate commanded 
enthusiastic mass followings. Parties, James Bryce wrote in his classic 
study of The American Commonwealth, first published in 1888, had 
become “‘to the organs of government almost what the motor nerves 
are to the muscles, sinews, and bones of the human body.” 

The Republicans’ secure control of the national government ended 
with the financial panic of 1873 and the withdrawal of Union troops 
from the conquered South in the Mid-1870s. From 1874 to 1894, the 
Democrats won almost as many presidential contests as the Repub- 
licans—three for the Republicans to two for the Democrats. And, 
though the Republicans controlled the Senate for all but four of those 
20 years, the Democrats controlled the House of Representatives for 
all but four. There were only three two-year congressional terms 
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during which one party simultaneously controlled both the presi- 
dency and both houses of Congress (the Republicans in 1881—82 and 
1889—90, and the Democrats in 1893—94). 

Party competition was close at the national level and in states like 
New York, Connecticut, New Jersey, Ohio, Indiana, California, and 
Oregon. Party rivalry was also intense in Pennsylvania, Illinois, 
Michigan, and Wisconsin, though the Republicans usually prevailed. 
As a result, the parties developed far more elaborate organizations 
than had existed before the Civil War. Parties, W. D. Burnham has 
written, were like “armies drawn up for combat.” There was, Arthur 
M. Schlesinger, Jr., suggests, a “cult of parties.” This was the period 
in which the cartoonist Thomas Nast popularized the symbols of 
the Republican elephant and the Democratic donkey (as well as the 
Tammany tiger)—symbols that seemed remarkably apt at the time 
and have been used ever since.’ 

Elections were marked by torchlight parades, gigantic rallies, and 
massive pilgrimages to the hometowns of presidential candidates 
who conducted “‘front porch campaigns.” Voter turnout was con- 
sistently higher than during any other period in American history. 

In Congress, party unity on roll-call votes fluctuated somewhat 
from term to term but was generally high, at least by the standards 
of American politics, reflecting the ability of national party organi- 
zations to hold members in line. Party cohesion in the Senate reached 
a record high in the session that began in 1889: 87 percent for the 
Republicans and 72 percent for the Democrats. The level of cohesion 
achieved in the House during the same session was surpassed only 
in 1903-05. 

Political bosses like Matthew Stanley Quay in Pennsylvania and 
John Kelly in New York introduced major institutional changes into 
the life of parties. Many of those changes endured at least through 
the 1960s, and some continue to influence political behavior in the 
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THE TAMMANY MODEL 


New waves of immigration into eastern and midwestern cities, in- 
dustrial towns, and mining regions produced fresh supplies of voters 
for a reviving Democracy. In some cities, such as Philadelphia, Pitts- 
burgh, Cincinnati, San Francisco, and even to some extent Chicago, 
many immigrants were enlisted by local Republican organizations. 
(In Philadelphia, Republican organizers reminded Italian immigrants 
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that the party of Garibaldi in Italy was called the Republican party 
and assured them that the American Republicans stood for the same 
ideals.) But in most cities and industrial towns Catholic immigrants 
from Ireland, Italy, Poland, and Bohemia generally felt more com- 
fortable in Democratic ranks. (Jews, on the other hand, were heavily 
Republican.) In many states the Republican party carried more than 
a tinge of the nativism that had contributed to the party’s emergence 
in the 1850s. The Whig program of moral reform, which the Re- 
publicans now championed, included support for causes like pro- 
hibition and the outlawing of commercial activity on Sundays— 
causes that most European immigrants, even German Protestants, 
found offensive if not threatening. Particularly after the founding of 
the Prohibition party in 1869, most Republican politicians felt obliged 
to go on the line for government regulation of morals. As the pace 
of immigration increased, Republican-controlled legislatures in Illi- 
nois and Wisconsin passed laws prohibiting the use of any language 
except English in the public schools, causing heavy defections among 
previously loyal foreign-born Republicans, particularly Germans.‘ 

Tammany Hall, the principal Democratic organization in New 
York City, provided a kind of model for what could be done through 
the mobilization of the new immigrants. “In the weeks prior to the 
election of 1868,” Martin Shefter writes, “the judges allied with the 
Tweed Ring naturalized several thousand new citizens, and expanded 
the number of registered voters by more than 30 percent.” The 
immediate result of political control based on an electorate inexpe- 
rienced in democracy was corruption even more brazen than that 
practiced by the party bosses in Washington and the state capitals.° 

Tammany during the Tweed era, Shefter points out, was not only 
corrupt but politically inefficient and chaotic. Though portrayed in 
Nast’s cartoons and by the popular press as a despotic boss, William 
Marcy Tweed in fact “was unable to command the obedience of 
other politicians; instead he was compelled to purchase with cash 
bribes the support of state legislators, county supervisors, and even 
his immediate associates.” Cash-flow problems drove Tweed and his 
cronies to dig deeper and deeper into the public till. Between 1867 
and 1871, New York’s municipal indebtedness tripled, finally arous- 
ing concern among members of the city’s financial community, who 
“through purchase of municipal bonds during the period of Ring 
rule” had permitted their interests to “become intimately intertwined 
with that of the city government.’” 

After Tweed and his closest associates were packed off to jail in 
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1871, John Kelly assumed leadership of Tammany and began to build 
a disciplined machine. Kelly, it was said, “found Tammany a horde 
and left it a political army.” During the Kelly era, which lasted until 
the middle of the 1880s, Tammany established centralized control 
over Democratic nominations for all city offices and brought graft 
down to tolerable levels. The machine shifted from simple vote- 
buying to providing useful services for the often non-English- 
speaking residents of the New York slums. “A bucket of coals and 
basket of food, a rent payment, funeral expenses, clothing and ma- 
terial benefits were made available to those in need, as were inter- 
ventions with the law such as providing bail, cutting the red tape to 
receive a license or permit, or getting charges dismissed.” Where 
Tweed had sold political favors to business freebooters like Jim Fiske 
and Jay Gould, Kelly preferred to deal with “swallowtail” (frock- 
coated) conservative Democratic attorneys and businessmen like 
Samuel Tilden, William Grace of W. R. Grace & Co., and Abram 
Hewitt, an iron manufacturer who became Democratic national 
chairman in 1876. William Whitney, a leading swallowtail, explained 
in 1876 that Kelly maintained “‘efficient control over certain elements 
of the party,” making it unwise to “dispense with his services.” By 
the end of Kelly’s reign, and the advent in the late 1880s of the even 
more businesslike Richard Croker, Tammany was not only supreme 
in New York City but an important force in state and national pol- 
ities.” 

Partly through observation of the Tammany model, and partly 
through independent recognition of opportunity, Democratic poli- 
ticians in other eastern and midwestern cities formed similar orga- 
nizations. In Illinois, Minnesota, Michigan, New _ Jersey, 
Massachusetts, and Connecticut, bodies of traditional rural Jackso- 
nian Democrats were joined, and eventually overshadowed, by 
immigrant-based machines in Chicago, St. Paul, Detroit, Jersey City, 
Boston, Hartford, and New Haven (all of which, except for St. Paul, 
had earlier been Whig or Republican strongholds). 


THE REPUBLICAN BOSSES 


While the Democrats were making headway in eastern and mid- 
western cities, the Republicans during the early 1870s remained dom- 
inant in the national government and most northern states. The 
Republican Senate leaders, Conkling of New York, Cameron of 
Pennsylvania, Morton of Indiana, and Chandler of Michigan, joined 
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by John Logan of Illinois after his election to the Senate in 1871, put 
together a national machine, based largely on federal patronage, that 
was far more extensive and politically formidable than that of the 
Jacksonian Democrats in the 1830s. 

These senators were, above all, practical politicians: believers in 
the spoils system, men who pursued politics for material profit and 
ideological satisfaction, but also for the sheer joy of winning, for 
delight in the exercise of power for its own sake. Although their 
personalities varied, most were, as was said of Chandler, “always 
ready to smoke a cigar, take a drink, play a game of cards, or tell a 
story.” To an extent that not even Van Buren and Weed had been, 
they were “bosses,” a type originated by American democracy— 
founders and leaders of political organizations based on patronage 
and governmental favors that dominated entire states for extended 
periods. They supported black suffrage in the South in part because 
they believed black voters could turn the South into an impregnable 
bastion of Republicanism that would guarantee Republican majorities 
in the electoral college even if the party should lose some of its 
northern citadels. The Republicans had always been responsive to 
business interests, but Conkling, pompous and domineering, and 
Cameron, lean and somber, in particular drew the party close to the 
business community, raising huge war chests from corporate con- 
tributions and establishing interlocking relationships between busi- 
ness and political leaders.* 

It was no accident that the Radical bosses were senators, not gov- 
ernors. Senators, who until the enactment of the Seventeenth 
Amendment in 1913 were elected by state legislatures, had special 
reason to maintain control of state party organizations. Under the 
Grant administration, they also had access to the means. In the early 
1870s the state Republican machines relied for much of their suste- 
nance on federal patronage, which Grant allowed to be doled out by 
chosen senators. 

Following a somewhat different track was James G. Blaine, elected 
Speaker of the House in 1869. Far more charismatic than the Senate 
bosses, Blaine (“the Plumed Knight”) practiced a form of political 
leadership that depended more on direct appeal to voters than on 
command of a patronage-fed organization. He had broader knowl- 
edge of the world and seems to have been more interested in policy- 
making—years later, as secretary of state he was instrumental in 
founding the Pan-American Union. Yet he was fully as susceptible 
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as the bosses to the lure of financial corruption. Charges of graft, 
never fully proved, hung over his career. (‘Burn this letter,” he wrote 
at the end of a compromising message to a former associate that was 
read before a congressional committee.) 

The bosses distrusted Blaine, in part because they sensed he pos- 
sessed gifts they lacked, but also because he sometimes violated the 
rough-and-ready code of their profession. An honest politician, 
Simon Cameron once said, was one “who, when you buy him, he 
stays bought.” Blaine did not always stay bought. Moreover he had 
a biting sense of humor that he did not bother to control. His char- 
acterization of Conkling’s “turkey gobbler strut” fueled an enduring 
enmity between the two. Although Blaine undoubtedly had more 
ability and political imagination than most of the Republicans who 
reached the presidency between the Civil War and the 1890s, he was 
hindered by moral blinders that prevented him from achieving the 
first rank of national leaders. He belonged to a class of conservative 
American politicians, including Alexander Hamilton, Henry Clay, 
and Richard Nixon, who often have seen further and better than 
most of their contemporaries but who have ultimately been under- 
mined by their own cynicism. 

It is a mistake to think of the leaders of the Republican party in 
the 1870s as hardhearted conservatives who pushed aside the idealistic 
founding generation and moved the party in a new direction. Ac- 
tually it was the moderates, like Carl Schurz of Missouri (elected to 
the Senate in 1868) and the seven Republican senators who had voted 
to acquit Johnson, who favored a more conciliatory approach toward 
the white supremacists in the South and a slower pace on civil rights. 
The moderates, many of whom became active in the Liberal Re- 
publican movement of the 1870s, were also concerned over corrup- 
tion in the Grant administration. But this was a new issue which, 
though certainly consistent with the Whig program of moral reform, 
had not been part of the Republicans’ original agenda. Blaine and 
the Republican bosses in the Senate had at least as good a claim as 
the moderates to the party’s founding principles—perhaps better, 
since it was they who continued, for whatever reason, to press for 
racial equality. When the Democratic party in the South, in alliance 
with the terrorist Ku Klux Klan, set out early in the 1870s to deprive 
blacks of civil and political rights, congressional Republicans in the 
Radical tradition enacted a series of Enforcement Acts that for the 
first time made civil violence and intimidation federal crimes. 
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THE LIBERAL REPUBLICANS 


The Liberal Republicans of the early 1870s were not very liberal in 
the modern sense of the term. They were reformist in that they 
attacked the spoils system and promised more honest administration 
of government, and some of them leaned toward freer international 
trade in contrast to the Republicans’ prevailing protectionism. But 
they proposed no programs of government help for the economically 
less fortunate, of the kind that Bismarck and others were introducing 
in Europe, and showed no inclination to redistribute wealth between 
the haves and the have-nots. To the contrary, they attacked “‘the 
fallacy of attempts to benefit humanity by legislation.” Their solution 
to the southern problem was pretty much the same as Johnson’s and 
the Blairs’ had been: turn power over to the former white ruling 
class.” 

In 1872 the Liberal Republicans had grown so dissatisfied with the 
Grant administration that they decided, with the support of several 
influential newspapers, to run their own national ticket. After con- 
sidering several plausible reformers, including Charles Francis 
Adams, son of J. Q. Adams (and father of Henry and Brooks), the 
Liberal Republican convention, manipulated behind the scenes by 
Frank Blair, nominated Horace Greeley, who, like Chase, though 
even less realistically, had never quite given up hope of reaching the 
White House. For Vice President the Liberal Republicans nominated 
Governor Gratz Brown of Missouri, an ally of Carl Schurz." 

The dispirited Democrats met briefly in Baltimore and allowed 
their leaders to gavel through endorsements of the Liberal Republican 
ticket. Though the public was exasperated with the Grant admin- 
istration, most did not regard Greeley as a feasible alternative. Gree- 
ley proved an easy target for the Republican tactic of “waving the 
bloody shirt’’—reminding northern voters that the Republican party 
had upheld the Union during the Civil War. (Some Republican cam- 
paigners literally displayed at rallies a bllod-soaked Union army uni- 
form, but the term was used rhetorically as well.) Greeley, in a 
characteristic burst of generosity and bid for attention, had put up 
part of the bail that got Jefferson Davis out of prison in 1867. Re- 
publican orators, led by Zachariah Chandler, made much of this 
incident. (Greeley in Chandler’s place would probably have done the 
same. ) 

Grant was easily reelected, winning 286 out of a possible 366 
electoral votes. Greeley died a few weeks after the election, and the 
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electoral votes of the six states he had carried were scattered among 
five Democrats and independents. A good omen for the Democrats’ 
political future was that three southern states—Georgia, Tennessee, 
and Texas—in which the federal government had permitted the old 
order to regain power returned to the Democratic column. 


A PARTY MACHINE LIKE A RELIGIOUS ORDER 


For the Democrats, the presidential election of 1876 seemed to offer 
a golden opportunity to win the White House for the first time since 
the Civil War and perhaps to regain their pre-war status as the national 
majority party. Many voters blamed Republicans for the hard times 
that followed the financial panic of 1873, and corruption in the second 
Grant administration was even more flagrant than it had been in the 
first. Democratic state parties promising the restoration of white 
supremacy had regained power in most of the South. The Democrats 
nominated as their presidential candidate Governor Samuel Tilden 
of New York, who seemed acceptable to all major elements within 
the party. 

The Republicans, in contrast, were bitterly divided. The Senate 
bosses, now known as “‘Stalwarts’—a significant change from “‘Rad- 
icals’’— were determined to maintain their hold on federal patronage 
but could not agree on a single candidate for President. Roscoe Conk- 
ling and Oliver P. Morton both sought the nomination, but neither 
would give way to the other and neither had the support of Penn- 
sylvania’s Cameron machine (which backed the state’s undistin- 
guished governor as a favorite son). Against them, James G. Blaine, 
whose followers are known to history as the “Half breeds” (though 
the term seems to have been little used at the time outside New 
York), presented himself as a candidate who could revitalize both 
the party and the presidency. Out in the country, many rank-and- 
file Republicans, including many who had been drawn to Liberal 
Republicanism in 1872, seem to have felt revulsion toward anyone 
who had been in any way involved in Washington politics during 
the Grant administration. The Republican national convention, after 
six indecisive ballots, turned to former Governor Rutherford B. 
Hayes of Ohio, whose chief attractions were that he appeared to be 
a decent man and that, as his nominator put it, he had “‘no personal 
énmuties. 4 

The election was aggressively contested by both parties. Zachariah 
Chandler, doing a turn as Republican national chairman, directed the 
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Republican campaign from New York, squeezing hard on the bloody 
shirt, ruthlessly assessing federal employees, and pouring large sums 
of money into potential swing states such as New York and Indiana. 
The Democrats, to the extent that their resources permitted, re- 
sponded in kind, emphasizing government corruption, economic 
depression, and the Republicans’ alignment with blacks. In the South, 
local Democratic parties, often aided by the Ku Klux Klan, did their 
best to intimidate, or “bulldoze,” black voters. Voter turnout rose 
to 83 percent—higher even than in 1860, and still a record for A mer- 
ican national elections. '? 

On election night early returns indicated a solid Democratic vic- 
tory. New York, New Jersey, Connecticut, and Indiana swiftly fell 
to Tilden, and southern states with Democratic state administrations 
were producing Tilden landslides. Tilden’s national majority in the 
popular vote seemed certain to exceed 200,000. Across the country, 
gloom settled over the Republican faithful. In New York, national 
chairman Chandler concluded that the fight was lost and retired to 
his hotel bedroom. 

As the night wore on, however, Tilden’s electoral vote stuck just 
short of a majority. In the early morning hours, someone at New 
York State Democratic headquarters sent an inquiry to the New York 
Times, reputed to have the best system in the country for gathering 
election returns, asking for late results from South Carolina, Florida, 
and Louisiana—three southern states that still had Republican gov- 
ernors. John Reid, editor of the Times, a staunchly Republican paper, 
calculated that if Hayes lost no more northern states and carried the 
three southern states of which the Democrats seemed unsure, he 
would have a one-vote majority in the electoral college.” 

Hurrying to Republican national headquarters, Reid found Wil- 
liam E. Chandler, secretary of the Republican national committee, 
just returned from voting in New Hampshire, “a small man wearing 
an immense pair of goggles, his hat drawn down over his ears,” 
mulling over late returns in the almost deserted office. Chandler (no 
relation to Zachariah), the prototypical staffman, at once grasped the 
import of Reid’s calculation. Together the two men rushed upstairs 
and roused the national chairman. Zachariah Chandler, “‘in his night- 
shirt, rubbing sleep from his eyes,” recognized “the possibility of 
saving the day. ”14 

What followed, Matthew Josephson writes, “tells us much of the 
force of the Republican Party organization as a militant institution, 
resembling certain church orders . . . rather than a political party.” 
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The two Chandlers dispatched telegrams to Republican leaders in 
the three doubtful states: “Hayes elected if we have carried S.C., 
Fla., and La. Can you hold your state? Answer immediately.” The 
telegrams were signed simply, “Zach.” By late afternoon of the next 
day, the national chairman was sufficiently reassured to issue a flat 
claim of victory: “Hayes has 185 [electoral] votes and is elected.’’! 

Republican agents recruited from New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, 
and Illinois fanned out across the three disputed states. William E. 
Chandler took personal command of the operation in Florida. Gen- 
eral William T. Sherman, on orders from President Grant, directed 
federal army commanders in the South “‘to see that proper and legal 
Boards of Canvassers are unmolested in the performance of their 
duties.” Money was distributed freely by Republican agents to of- 
ficial canvassers. 

The national Democratic organization, caught at first off balance, 
retaliated with its own campaign to produce counts favoring Tilden 
from the three southern states. Agents for Tilden tried to bribe some 
of the Republican-controlled counting boards, but the counters, after 
some vacillation, lived up to Simon Cameron’s code: having been 
bought, they stayed bought. 

When Congress met in December to receive the electoral college 
results, rival returns were delivered from each of the three disputed 
states. A further complication was added by a Democratic challenge 
to the vote of one elector from Oregon, who had been a federal 
postmaster at the time of the election and thus had been constitu- 
tionally ineligible to serve. The Democratic governor of Oregon 
proposed to substitute an elector who would vote for Tilden, thereby 
giving Tilden a one-vote majority in the electoral college even if all 
the votes of Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina were counted 
for Hayes. But the Republican elector, having resigned his post- 
mastership, insisted that he was now qualified. 

The Constitution provided that the President of the Senate “‘in the 
presence of the Senate and the House of Representative [shall] open 
all the certificates and the votes shall be counted.” Congress, how- 
ever, at the time had no rule on how the count should be conducted. 
The Democratic majority in the House maneuvered to assure the 
election of Tilden, while the Republican majority in the Senate tried 
to preserve victory for Hayes. 

A few days before the count was to begin, Congress appointed a 
special commission, consisting of five senators, five representatives, 
and five Supreme Court justices, to decide all disputes. The congres- 
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sional members of the commission were divided evenly between the 
parties, but as there were only two Democrats on the Supreme Court, 
three of the justices had to be Republicans, giving the Republicans 
a one-vote majority on the commission. (A political independent on 
the Court, David Davis, who had been expected to be the swing 
vote, resigned at the last minute to accept election to the Senate from 
Illinois.) 

The commission decided all disputes along strict party lines, giv- 
ing Hayes a one-vote majority in the electoral college. Some northern 
Democrats in the House threatened a filibuster to prevent completion 
of the court. But conservative and moderate Democrats, apparently 
including Tilden himself, were prepared to go no further in risking 
civil discord. “The Democratic business men of the country,” James 
Garfield, who managed the Republican case in the House, wrote to 
Hayes, “are more anxious for quiet than for Tilden.” At a series of 
confidential dinner meetings in Washington, Republican leaders gave 
assurances to southern Democratic senators that if Hayes became 
President he would make no further use of federal authority to pre- 
vent the restoration of Democratic administrations in southern states. 
On March 4, under the watchful eye of federal troops, Hayes was 
sworn in as President.” 


THE REPUBLICAN FAITHFUL 


The 1876 election ended the postwar era of clear Republican domi- 
nance in national politics. But it did not restore the Democrats as 
the normal national majority party. The Democrats took satisfaction 
that Tilden had won a majority of more than 250,000 in the popular 
vote and claimed that a majority in the electoral college had been 
“stolen” by fraudulent manipulation of returns. (The consensus 
among modern historians is that an honest count would probably 
have given Hayes the electoral votes of South Carolina and Louisiana, 
but that Tilden was entitled to the four votes of Florida, awarding 
him a seven-vote majority in the electoral college.*® It can fairly be 
argued, however, that since Tilden’s majorities in many southern 
states were based on brutal intimidation and violence against black 
voters, an honest and open election would still have brought victory 
to Hayes.) The Democrats could reasonably look forward to re- 
gaining control of the national government in some future election. 

The Republicans too, however, came out of the election with 
renewed confidence. The fact that they had survived the “tight 
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squeeze,” that when the chips were down their party organization 
had proved more highly motivated and more dexterous than the 
Opposition, convinced many of them that they, not the Democrats, 
were now the authentic party of government. 

During the next 20 years, this confidence among the Republicans 
was at times to be severely challenged. Though the Democrats won 
control of the Senate only twice, they were usually the majority 
party in the House. 

In 1884 the Democrats finally regained the White House, winning 
a plurality in the popular vote and a small majority in the electoral 
college for Governor Grover Cleveland of New York, another pro- 
business Democrat in the line of Seymour and Tilden. 

Going into the final days of the campaign, the Republican can- 
didate, Blaine, had seemed to be ahead. But Cleveland’s campaign 
manager, Senator Arthur Gorman of Maryland, hired a stenographer 
to follow Blaine in hopes of picking up one of his politically damaging 
wisecracks. What the stenographer caught was Blaine’s failure to 
disavow an introduction by a Protestant clergyman in New York, 
who praised him as the opponent of the party of “Rum, Romanism, 
and Rebellion.” Gorman, finding the phrase in the stenographer’s 
notes, realized that it would outrage Irish Catholics, who had been 
well disposed toward Blaine. At Gorman’s direction, handbills re- 
porting the offensive remark were spread through Catholic neigh- 
borhoods, tipping New York, and the election, to Cleveland.” 

Four years later, Cleveland again obtained a narrow plurality in 
the popular vote but lost in the electoral college. In 1892, Cleveland 
recaptured the presidency with a solid majority in the electoral college 
(though again with only a plurality in the popular vote). 

Nevertheless, the Democrats were unable to translate these rela- 
tively good electoral showings into majority party status. Between 
1878 and 1896, the Democrats only once, in 1890, won a majority 
of the popular votes case nationally for Congress, and never won a 
majority for president. From 1880 to 1892, Democratic presidential 
candidates in 21 northern states that cast a total of 715 electoral votes 
in four presidential elections received only 45 votes. The Democrats 
were competitive in national elections only because they had a mo- 
nopoly of electoral votes in the South. 

In most northern states, the Republicans usually maintained con- 
trol of state governments. From the Civil War to 1890, the Repub- 
licans lost the governorship only once in Pennsylvania, Michigan, 
Wisconsin, Kansas, and Rhode Island, and never in Illinois, Iowa, 
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Minnesota, Nebraska, or Vermont. (Vermont, in fact, did not elect 
its first Democratic governor until 1962.) Massachusetts also was 
normally Republican, but in 1874 chose a Democratic governor and 
in 1882 elected as governor the proto-populist Ben Butler, a former 
Radical Republican running on a Democratic-Greenbacker fusion 
ticket. Statewide elections were competitive in New York, Indiana, 
New Jersey, Ohio, and Connecticut, but in all these states there were 
many counties that were invariably Republican. 

In many rural areas and small towns of the North, Democrats 
were almost extinct. “The Republican party was not a faction,” 
Brand Whitlock wrote, looking back in 1915 on his boyhood in a 
small town in Ohio, “was not a group, not a wing, it was an insti- 
tution like those Emerson speaks of in his essay on politics, rooted 
like oak trees in the center around which men group themselves as 
best they can. . . . It was inconceivable that any self-respecting man 
should be a Democrat. There were, perhaps, Democrats in Light- 
town; but then there were rebels in Alabama, and in the Ku Klux 
Klan, about which we read in the evening in the Cincinnati Ga- 
nett.” 

What accounted for this continued Republican hegemony in most 
of New England, much of New York, Pennsylvania, and the old 
Northwest, and almost all of the newer states of the Great Plains? 

There was, first of all, the enduring legacy of the Civil War. 
Memories of shared hardships and a common sense of national pur- 
pose during the war produced among Union veterans a sense of 
fraternity, often identified with the Republican party. Many Repub- 
lican leaders had been Union generals, including Hayes, Garfield, 
Schurz, Logan, Benjamin Harrison, Ben Butler, and of course Grant. 
The redoubtable William Tecumseh Sherman, who was commander 
in chief of the army and served for a time as Grant’s secretary of 
war, maintained ties to the Republican leadership through his brother, 
Senator John Sherman of Ohio. The equally redoubtable Philip Sher- 
idan held a variety of commands under Republican Presidents and 
succeeded Sherman as commander in chief during the Arthur admin- 
istration. Though the Democrats attracted a few former Union gen- 
erals, notably Winfield Scott Hancock and the ill-fated George 
Armstrong Custer, there was a pervasive feeling among Union vet- 
erans that support for the Republican party represented an extension 
of their wartime service. “Vote the way you shot!” Republican or- 
ators exhorted at reunions of the Grand Army of the Republic. The 
Democrats had let the nation down during its hour of trial, Repub- 
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lican publicists insisted, and did not deserve the trust of those who 
had answered their country’s call. As Oliver Morton put it: “While 
it may be true that not every Democrat is a traitor, every traitor is 
a Denrocrat.”’*! 

John Logan of Illinois, who joined the Republican high command 
after he arrived in the Senate in 1872, was particularly skilled at 
identifying patriotism with Republicanism. Rooted in the “Egypt” 
section of southern Illinois around Cairo, where the Mississippi and 
the Ohio meet, “Black Jack” Logan before the war had defended 
slavery and performed as a loyal lieutenant in Stephen Douglas’s 
Democratic state machine. After serving as a general in the Union 
army, he became a flaming Radical and converted Egypt into a Re- 
publican stronghold. In his role as national commander of the Grand 
Army of the Republic he fought for steady expansion of veterans’ 
benefits and originated the celebration of Memorial Day. In 1877 a 
coalition of Democrats and independent Republicans ousted Logan 
from the Senate, replacing him with Supreme Court Justice David 
Davis, a political independent. (It was this maneuver that made Davis 
unavailable for the vote-count commission in the Hayes-Tilden elec- 
tion and perhaps cost Tilden the presidency.) Two years later, Logan, 
once more controlling the Illinois legislature, returned triumphantly 
to the Senate where he remained until his death in 1886. (Logan was 
the model for the brilliant but morally obtuse Senator Ratcliffe in 
Henry Adams’ great novel of Washington politics, Democracy.) 

Besides being the party of the Union, the Republicans were, in 
the North, the party of Protestantism. Denominations that before 
1860 had divided about evenly or leaned toward the Democrats be- 
came overwhelmingly Republican. Paul Kleppner estimates that be- 
tween the Civil War and the election of 1896 northern Methodists 
were about 75 percent Republican; various kinds of northern Baptists, 
between 65 and 80 percent; Norwegian Lutherans, 80 percent; and 
Swedish Lutherans, 85 percent. These groups joined politically with 
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and Quakers who 
in the Jacksonian era had been principally aligned with the Whigs.” 

The Republicans supported the Whig program of moral reform 
on such issues as temperance, Sunday-closing laws, and opposition 
to gambling but managed to avoid being identified with the elitist 
image that had limited the Whigs’ appeal among the more plebeian 
Protestant denominations. As Kleppner puts it, from the Civil War 
to the 1890s, “the Republican party was above all else the party of 
morality.” In Iowa, according to Samuel P. Hays, “economic is- 
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sues . . . seem to have been almost irrelevant in the face of a range 
of social and cultural differences . . . which centered primarily on 
prohibition and Sunday observance.” In most states Republicans 
backed the maintenance of Protestant devotional exercises such as 
morning prayers and reading from the King James Bible in the public 
schools, which the Supreme Court then regarded as entirely a state 
matter. Even in New York, where association with moral puritanism 
had definite political costs in the metropolitan areas, the Republicans 
as late as 1896 supported a Sunday-closing law and Republican state 
boss Thomas Platt paid a Protestant publicist to tour upstate counties 
on behalf of the Republican ticket. (Pragmatic Republican politicians, 
however, tried not to offend other groups in the party coalition. 
‘“Prohibitionists and liquor men alike are crotchety and sensitive,” 
Rutherford Hayes wrote to his official campaign biographer, William 
Dean Howells, the budding novelist, in 1876. “Keep all on that score 
out of the book. .. . I am a liberal on that subject [pro-temperance], 
but it is not to be blabbed.’’)* 

While aiding Protestant moral causes, the Republicans resisted 
efforts by the Catholic church, often backed by the Democrats, to 
channel public funds to Catholic schools. In 1875 Blaine, at the behest 
of the Grant administration, introduced and guided to easy passage 
in the House a constitutional amendment that prohibited the use of 
public funds to support sectarian schools but specifically permitted 
“reading of the Bible in any school or institution.” Early in the 1876 
campaign, Hayes privately concluded that the Republicans’ most ef- 
fective issue was to “rebuke the Democracy by defeat for subser- 
vience to Roman Catholic demands.’ 

Protestant ministers reciprocated by urging their flocks to vote the 
straight Republican ticket. “Let us pray for His coming, and vote as 
we pray!” urged a Baptist minister in Illinois. The Republican party, 
declared a Congregationist clergyman in New England, was ‘“‘the 
party of God, the party of Jesus Christ,” while the Democrats were 
“the party of iniquity.” In the 1880s, a Protestant divine warned that 
it would be morally inconsistent to go “to the Lord’s table on Sunday 
and vote for Cleveland on Tuesday.’’® 

In some midwestern farm states, where Catholics were relatively 
few and the real political competition was between Yankee Protes- 
tants and Protestants with non-Calvinist origins, many German Lu- 
therans remained aligned with the Democrats. But in the East, where 
the chief ethnocultural division was between Protestants and Cath- 
olics, German Lutherans tended to be Republicans. 
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Identification of the Republicans with business, though it had some 
political liabilities, was on the whole a political plus. Republican state 
organizations in the 1870s and 1880s were not controlled, in the sense 
of being dictated to, by business or business establishments. The 
large sums raised by state party machines through assessments levied 
on federal and state jobholders, and from kickbacks from companies 
doing business with the state, made them to a considerable degree 
financially independent. But the campaign contributions made by 
business certainly helped swell the Republicans’ coffers. Beyond that, 
Republican support for business expansion, through tariffs and pub- 
licly financed internal improvements, was in tune with the prefer- 
ences, most of the time, of a majority of voters. Even after the panic 
of 1873, economic optimism among most Americans remained 
strong and rapid economic growth soon resumed. “Big business,” 
as an abstract entity, was already unpopular, particularly in the South 
and West. But the entrepreneur, the inventor, and the self-made 
businessman were American heroes, as was shown by the phenom- 
enal success of the Horatio Alger novels. The party that promised 
to give free rein to “luck and pluck” was bound to attract a large 
constitutency. 

Blacks were drawn to the Republicans in both the South and North 
as the party that had ended slavery and fitfully continued to defend 
civil rights. But most blacks seem also to have supported the re- 
publican ideology of individual enterprise. Frederick Douglass, the 
great black Republican leader of the period, wrote: “All that any 
man has a right to expect, ask, give, or receive in this world, is fair 
play. When society has secured this to its members, and the humblest 
citizen of the republic is put into the undisturbed possession of the 
natural fruits of his own exertions, there is really very little left for 
society and government to do.” 


THE PENNSYLVANIA MODEL 


Finally, the Republicans were able to retain their dominance in most 
of the North in part because of the operational superiority of their 
state organizations. After the election of Hayes, the shrewder Re- 
publican bosses recognized a need to retool their machines. The 
closeness of the result in 1876 put them on notice that they might 
soon lose access to federal patronage. 

Hayes as President, moreover, proved not nearly as amenable as 
Grant had been to political control by the Senate bosses. He filled 


156 THE REPUBLICAN ERA 


his cabinet with reformers and former Liberal Republicans, including 
the hated Carl Schurz as secretary of the interior. Worse than that, 
he often ignored the bosses’ directives in his distribution of patron- 
age. The worst brawl over patronage during the Hayes administra- 
tion came when the President, despite vehement objection by Roscoe 
Conkling, nominated Theodore Roosevelt, Sr., a patrician business- 
man without previous political experience, to be collector of the port 
of New York, with control of the New York Customs House, tra- 
ditionally the richest source of political plums in the federal orchard. 
After a stiff fight in the Senate, in which Conkling used every re- 
source at his command, the President’s nominee was rejected, a blow 
that contributed directly to Roosevelt’s death a few weeks later from 
peritonitis—or so his son always believed.” 

In 1880, over fierce Stalwart resistance, the Republican national 
convention nominated Representative James Garfield of Ohio to suc- 
ceed Hayes (who had decided not to seek a second term). Chester 
Arthur of New York, an affable functionary of the Conkling machine 
(he had been the New York port collector whom Hayes had dismissed 
to make way for Roosevelt), was nominated for Vice President as a 
sop to the Stalwarts. When Garfield became President in 1881, the 
battle over patronage resumed. Again the New York Customs House 
became the center of contention. Again Conkling demanded that the 
Senate reject the President’s nominee for collector of the port of New 
York, a prominent reformer. But Garfield, backed by Blaine, who 
had become secretary of state, proved a tougher nut than Hayes. 
Facing defeat in the Senate, Conkling suddenly resigned and returned 
to New York to seek vindication through reelection by the state 
legislature—taking with him the recently elected junior senator from 
New York, Thomas Platt, his principal henchman, who also re- 
signed. The battle was transferred to the New York legislature. There 
Blaine’s New York supporters, led by Whitelaw Reid, editor of the 
Tribune, Greeley’s old paper, joined the Democrats to urge rejection 
of Conkling and Platt. As the struggle neared its climax, Garfield, 
strolling through Union Station in Washington with Blaine on his 
Way to a train that was to take him on a vacation trip to New England, 
was shot down by Charles Guiteau, a political jobseeker gone mad. 
“Lam a Stalwart,” Guiteau shouted, “and Arthur is President now!” 

After 79 agonizing days, Garfield, who had seemed to represent 
a fresh departure for the Republicans, died. Arthur, as the assassin 
had said, was President. But Conkling’s political career was finished 
(he died seven years later on the streets of New York, frozen in the 
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famous blizzard of 1888). Garfield’s death produced a wave of public 
disgust with the spoils system. Even President Arthur, a product of 
the machine, was converted, whether by prudence or by conscience, 
to the need for civil service reform. The first proposal for a system 
of competitive examinations and protected tenure for the federal civil 
service, based on the British model (a product of British liberalism), 
had been introduced in Congress in 1865. Civil service reform had 
become a favorite cause of Liberal Republicanism. In 1883 Congress 
passed and Arthur signed the Pendleton Act, which established a 
merit system for a substantial part of the federal service. 

Although the bosses continued to have a say in the hiring and 
firing of many federal employees, the days when the federal payroll 
could be counted on to supply a reliable army of party workers were 
over. The bosses needed new sources for both manpower and cam- 
paign contributions. Some had already found them in the rapidly 
growing work forces of their state governments. 

When Simon Cameron retired from the Senate in 1877, he had 
persuaded the Pennsylvania state legislature to elect his son Donald 
to his seat. Within a few years, however, real power in the state’s 
Republican machine had passed to Matthew Stanley Quay, who was 
elected as Pennsylvania’s junior senator in 1887. Thin and tubercular 
(he could never purchase life insurance), Quay had begun his political 
career as secretary to Pennsylvania’s wartime governor, Andrew 
Curtin. While serving in the Union army, he had won the Congres- 
sional Medal of Honor for heroism at the battle of Fredericksburg. 

On his return to Pennsylvania after the war, Quay had correctly 
judged the likely winner in the ongoing struggle between Curtin 
and Simon Cameron for control of the state Republican party. He 
entered Cameron’s service as editor of a paper called the Radical. In 
this role, he wrote scathing editorials attacking the Republicans’ re- 
treat from the protection of black civil rights in the South. He jabbed 
at the Pennsylvania Railroad as “the great monopoly of our state.” 
(The Camerons owned a small railroad that competed with the Penn- 
sylvania.) But he defended the spoils system. “If office holders should 
not pay the necessary expenses of political campaigns,” the Radical 
asked, “who ought to pay them?” When the old boss retired, Quay, 
without ever quite supplanting Donald Cameron, who preferred 
foreign travel with his friend Henry Adams to the details of politics, 
became effective leader of the machine.” 

Even before passage of the Pendleton Act, Quay had recognized 
that in the future the state government would have to be the ma- 
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chine’s principal base. Systematically assessing state employees and 
extracting contributions from businesses affected by state govern- 
ment, including the Pennsylvania Railroad, Quay built a larger and 
more efficient organization than the somewhat informal and loosely 
structured machines that had been run by bosses like Conkling and 
the Camerons. “Both businessmen and social agencies welcomed a 
leader who could end the chronic discord that disrupted the flow of 
legislation and appropriations in which they were vitally interested,” 
writes Quay’s biographer, James Kehl. “They looked with satisfac- 
tion on the appearance of a central source to which they could turn 
to receive a desired franchise, amend a limiting charter, push an added 
appropriation, initiate a preferential bill, or energize a recalcitrant 
committee chairman.’’”? 

Every year, state employees received a letter from the Republican 
state committee: ““Iwo percent of your salary is ————. Please remit 
promptly. At the close of the campaign we shall place a list of those 
who have not paid in the hands of the head of the department you 
are in.” Banks receiving deposits of state funds were required to pay 
kickbacks to the machine, “‘with a conservative yield of $150,000 
annually.’’ Railroads, utilities, traction companies, and other cor- 
porate interests made regular contributions to the party, “actually 
relieved that there was an efficient and effective broker to receive 
their money, distribute it judiciously, and assure the desired re- 
sults. ’’*° 

With the money so raised, Quay financed a state organization with 
an annual budget that Kehl estimates “competed favorably with the 
budgets of several railroads (Reading, Lehigh, and B&O), but was 
not as large as that of the Pennsylvania.” The Republican state com- 
mittee maintained a payroll of 20,000 full-time or part-time party 
workers, at an annual cost of about $24 million. What did all these 
workers do? Some performed staff jobs, preparing mailings, organ- 
izing rallies, soliciting funds. But most were in the field, doing po- 
litical favors for residents of city precincts, small towns, and rural 
counties, and mobilizing the faithful on election day. Through the 
services of this army, the Republican machine usually controlled not 
only the state government but also most county and local govern- 
ments, including those of the state’s two major cities, Philadelphia 
and Pittsburgh. (Leaders of the Philadelphia and Pittsburgh orga- 
nizations, backed by disgruntled business interests, sometimes chal- 
lenged the state machine, but their need for state jobs for their 
workers normally gave Quay the upper hand.)*! 
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In New York, Thomas Platt (known as the “easy boss,” apparently 
because he was less domineering and arrogant than Conkling had 
been) assembled an organization similar to Quay’s, though on a 
somewhat smaller scale: 10,000 workers at an annual cost of about 
$20 million. Platt’s power was limited by the presence of a strong 
reform faction in the Republican party led by young Theodore Roo- 
sevelt, Jr., Tammany’s continued domination in New York City, and 
support by many businessmen for moderate Democrats like Cleve- 
land, which kept the Democrats competitive in state elections. Not 
until 1897 was Platt’s control over the legislature sufficiently firm to 
send him back to the Senate. Other Quay-type Republican state 
machines were established in Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, and Wiscon- 
sin. Somewhat less robust variants formed in some of the newer 
states of the Great Plains.” 

The Republican national organization returned to the more usual 
pattern of a federation of state parties that got together every four 
years to run a national ticket. State bosses were still usually senators, 
partly because many state constitutions prohibited governors from 
serving more than a single term or required them to run for reelection 
every two years. 

The national Republican party, nevertheless, was still more tightly 
organized than its Democratic opposition. In 1888, after the Dem- 
ocrats had held the White House for four years and a majority in the 
House of Representatives for six, Quay took a turn as chairman of 
the Republican national committee. The Republican candidate for 
President was former Senator Benjamin Harrison of Indiana (grand- 
son of William Henry Harrison). Like Hayes and Garfield, Harrison 
was no friend of the bosses, but they accepted him for his clean 
record and because he was expected to carry Indiana, one of the keys 
to every presidential election during the period. 

Quay took personal command of the canvass in New York which, 
with Indiana, was expected to determine the outcome. Early in the 
campaign, he financed a private census of every household in New 
York City in order to block Tammany’s practice of inflating Dem- 
ocratic totals through massive vote fraud.* 

Harrison ran behind Cleveland, the incumbent Democratic Pres- 
ident, in the national popular vote, but by carrying New York and 
Indiana he achieved a comfortable majority in the electoral college. 
The Republicans picked up 19 House seats in the former Confederacy 
and the Border states, thereby winning a House majority. After the 
election Harrison met with Quay and other party leaders. ‘‘Provi- 
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dence,” said the pious President-elect, “has been good to us.” Quay 
later complained to a journalistic crony: ““Think of the man! He ought 
to know that Providence hadn’t a damned thing to do with it. We 
put him in.” 

There is something to be said for Quay’s view of the matter. The 
Republican state machines helped maintain the party’s hegemony in 
most northeastern and midwestern states and helped keep the party 
competitive in national elections. Following a common ideology on 
national policy issues, they helped produce exceptionally high levels 
of Republican party unity in Congress. 

The role of the Republican party organization should not be ex- 
aggerated, however. The main reason the Republicans usually won 
in most non-southern states and more often than not at the national 
level, and that Republicans in Congress generally voted together, 
was that majorities among both the non-southern public and Re- 
publican officeholders continued to subscribe to the Republican ide- 
ology: nationalist, Protestant moralist, and free-enterprise capitalist. 
Indeed, the effectiveness of the Republican organizations probably 
resulted to a great extent from the attractiveness of the party’s ide- 
ology to the more able politicians or prospective politicians. “Early 
in life,” Tom Platt wrote, “I became a believer in the Hamiltonian 
theory of politics. From that time I have held consistently to the 
doctrine of government by party, and rule of the party by the regular 
organization.’’*> 

Like the Jacksonians in the 1830s and the New Dealers of a later 
time, the Republicans of the 1870s and 1880s seem to have felt they 
had the wind of history at their back. Providence, Benjamin Harrison 
might have said, gave them ample reason: their party had ended 
slavery and won the Civil War; after the setback of the mid-1870s, 
the national economy resumed growth at an unprecedented rate; the 
great trans-Mississippi West, though with tragic results for American 
Indians, was opened to settlement and economic use; the United 
States was becoming a power to be reckoned with in world affairs. 
True, governmental corruption and concern over economic concen- 
tration were beginning to cause political stress. And a farmer revolt, 
triggered by drought and falling prices for agricultural commodities, 
was building in the supposedly safely Republican states of the Great 
Plains and Far West. But for the majority of Americans the ideology 
that Lincoln and other Republicans had introduced to national power 
in the 1860s was still producing good results. 


A ETGT SS 


Third-Party Challenge 
Populist Uprising 


FROM THE END OF THE Civit War through the early 1890s the chief 
economic issue dividing the Democrats from the Republicans at the 
national level was the protective tariff. The Republicans, even most 
of the so-called mugwumps who defected to vote for Cleveland 
against Blaine on the corruption issue in 1884, generally favored 
keeping tariffs high to protect developing American industry. The 
Democrats, responding to the interests of their farmer and working- 
class constituencies, and to advice and pressure from part of the 
financial community, called for tariff reduction. On broader fiscal 
and monetary issues, there was little difference between the major 
parties. On some economic issues, under the leadership of Grover 
Cleveland, the Democrats were even a shade more conservative than 
the Republicans. 

As a result, when economic conditions were bad, as they were in 
the mid-1870s and the early 1890s, there was a sense among many 
of the economically hard pressed that the two-party system was not 
responding to their grievances and needs. 

Right after the Civil War, the Democrats had flirted with the 
option of becoming the “soft money”’ party in national politics, 
presumably in the hope of appealing to debtors*who would get to 
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repay their loans in depreciated currency. In 1868, the Democratic 
platform endorsed the greenback idea, proposed the year before by 
Representative George Pendleton of Ohio (later author of federal 
civil service reform), under which Civil War bonds would be paid 
off in depreciated paper dollars, known as greenbacks, instead of 
gold, as had been promised when the bonds were issued. But the 
Democratic presidential candidate in 1868, Governor Horatio Sey- 
mour of New York, was a hard-money man who steered as far away 
as possible from the greenback proposal. After the election, which 
he lost decisively to Grant, Seymour complained that the greenback 
plank had frightened not only bondholders but “all creditors and 
businessmen” and had created the impression that the party was 
“putting out to sea and sailing away from land.””! 

Disenchanted with the Democrats, some of those favoring the 
greenback proposal formed their own party, hoping to break through 
the two-party system as the Republicans had done in the 1850s. In 
1876, the Greenback party nominated Peter Cooper, a wealthy phi- 
lanthropist, as its candidate for President. The party’s platform prom- 
ised not only to pay off the national debt in paper money but also 
to restore silver, which had been demonetized with little fuss in 1873, 
as a national currency. Cooper attracted only 82,000 votes. In 1878, 
however, candidates running for Congress with Greenbacker sup- 
port, often on fusion tickets with the Democrats, received more than 
a million votes—close to 15 percent of the national total. When the 
new Congress met, the Greenbacker candidate for Speaker of the 
House received 14 votes—close to a balance of power between the 
candidates of the major parties.? 

In 1880 the Greenbacker candidate for President, Representative 
James Weaver of Iowa, a former Union army general, received 
300,000 votes—eight times Garfield’s plurality in the popular vote. 
Two years later the Greenbackers in fusion with the Democrats 
elected Ben Butler governor of Massachusetts. As it turned out, this 
was the party’s undoing (though the party probably was already in 
decline). 

Butler, a Balzacian character with a boundless zest for political 
conflict, had begun in the 1850s as a Jacksonian Democrat in Whig 
Massachusetts, had gone on to become a political general in the 
Union army whose brutal treatment of civilians in occupied New 
Orleans provoked international protest, and had then become a Rad- 
ical Republican congressman who outdid even Thaddeus Stevens in 
his vengefulness toward the South. (Lincoln once said that Butler 
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was “‘as full of poison gas as a dead dog.”’)? Taking up the greenback 
idea and the Greenback party, Butler infused both with his person- 
ality and ambition. Inevitably nominated by the Greenbackers for 
President in 1884, he received only 175,000 votes. Having violated 
the rule that in order to survive a new party must increase its vote 
in each succeeding election, the Greenbackers soon expired. 

The idea that a new party founded on economic discontent could 
win national power, however, remained alive in the minds of many 
citizens dissatisfied with the economic policies supported by the Re- 
publicans and Democrats. When the economic skies again darkened 
in the late 1880s, a new political movement, based mainly on the 
West and South, launched a formidable challenge to the existing party 
system. 


“LESS CORN AND MORE HELL’’ 


In the decade and a half after the Civil War, the United States Army, 
directed by Sherman and Sheridan, had won decisive victories over 
tribes of American Indians in the trans-Mississippi West. Enterprising 
settlers poured onto the virgin lands of the Great Plains. Starting 
with small homesteads, many soon took out expensive mortgages 
that enabled them to buy larger farms. Unusual rainfall in the West 
from 1877 through 1886 produced abundant crops, encouraging 
farmers to acquire more and more land. Then, in 1887, a decade of 
drought set in. When the national economy turned down at the end 
of the 1880s, prices for wheat and other farm commodities resumed 
the downward trend they had generally followed since the end of 
the Civil War. Farmers who had bet on continued rain and stable or 
rising prices faced bankruptcy. Particularly on the more marginal 
lands of the western Great Plains—the so-called Middle Border— 
farms were seized by banks and other lenders, often headquartered 
in the East. In Kansas alone, 11,000 mortgages were foreclosed in 
four years.‘ 

Many farmers concluded that the market system put them at a 
hopeless disadvantage against the “money power,” the eastern banks 
and industrial monopolies that financed their mortgages, determined 
the rates railroads charged to carry their produce to market, and then 
largely dictated the prices at which it was sold. When weather was 
good and the economy strong, the money power claimed an unfair 
share of the profit created through their labor. When the rain stopped 
or the economy weakened, the money power took their land. 
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“Everywhere I came in contact with the discontented,” wrote the 
novelist Hamlin Garland, himself “a son of the Middle Border,” 
after traveling across the Great Plains in the early 1890s. “I saw only 
those whose lives seemed about to end in failure. . . . Why should 
our great new land fall into this slough of discouragement?’’5 

As they had in Jackson’s time, economically threatened farmers 
looked to the national government to take their side against the 
money power. Among the forms of federal intervention demanded 
by various farm leaders were inflation of the currency, regulation of 
railroad rates, and provision of credits on produce held in storage 
until prices rose. Farmers’ Alliances, first organized in Texas in 1878, 
and then in Illinois in 1880, became vehicles for political action. 
Farmers, said Mary Elizabeth Lease, a young Kansas lawyer who 
barnstormed across the prairie, orating at political rallies that resem- 
bled campmeeting revivals, should “raise less corn and more HELL.” 
She made clear the targets she had in mind for damnation: “blood- 
hounds of money,” “government of Wall Street, by Wall Street, and 
for Wall Street,” and proprietors of the “accursed foreclosure system.’ 

Most of the western farmers were Republicans—members of the 
party of Protestantism, to which most of them at least nominally 
subscribed. But the national Republican party, they believed, had in 
its later days become subservient to the money power, either directly, 
or indirectly through the control of state bosses like Platt, Quay, and 
Logan. The Democrats were little better—in some cases worse. The 
party of Jefferson and Jackson was dominated at its national level by 
New York politicians who were themselves tools of the money 
power, and in many of the states by corrupt big-city machines. The 
Democrats, moreover, were still tainted by association with the Con- 
federacy, and by softness on Catholicism. 

In the local Farmers’ Alliances, talk grew, as it had in the 1870s, 
of anew third party—a purifying force that would bring the Republic 
back to the ideals of Jefferson and Jackson—a republic of virtue, 
based on Christian values and the moral strength natural to inde- 
pendent yeoman farmers. “It was an era of fervent meetings and 
fulminating resolutions,” Hamlin Garland later recalled. Earlier pro- 
tests had been moderate in expression. “The Farmers Alliance came 
as a revolt.’”’ 

In 1889 the local Alliance in Cowley County, Kansas, ran its own 
slate of candidates for county offices, and, in fusion with the Dem- 
ocrats, won a landslide victory over the entrenched Republican or- 
ganization. Building on the Cowley County model, Kansas farm 
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groups in 1890 formed a new party which they called the People’s 
party. After a hastily organized campaign, the People’s party won 
36 percent of the vote for its candidate for governor, just behind the 
winning Republican’s share of 39 percent, and elected five members 
to the federal House of Representatives, in some cases with Dem- 
ocratic endorsements. Gaining control of the Kansas legislature, the 
new party elected William Peffer as its first United States senator. In 
Nebraska and South Dakota similar parties formed by state Alliances 
made strong races for statewide offices and elected numerous state 
legislators. Talk quickened of a great national party of productive 
workers, industrial laborers as well as farmers.?® 

Pacification of the trans-Mississippi West had also opened the way 
for mining operations in the Rocky Mountains and the desert that 
lay beyond. Since parts of this region were rich in silver, the region 
acquired a direct economic interest in the coinage of silver as an 
authorized national currency. This goal fitted neatly with the con- 
viction among farmer radicals that expansion of the money supply 
would ease their economic problems. By the end of the 1880s most 
agrarian radicals had added “‘free and unlimited coinage of silver” to 
their agenda of demands.’ 

In the South, farmer unrest had proceeded along a somewhat 
different track. In most southern states after Reconstruction members 
of the old planter class regained political, economic, and social dom- 
inance. Small farmers in the upland regions, some of whom had for 
a time during Reconstruction supported the Republicans, were ex- 
cluded from political power. Agriculture was generally depressed, 
not so much because of weather as because of inefficient farming 
methods and low prices for cotton. The patricians who controlled 
the state governments kept taxes low and state services starved. For 
a time, the patrician leaders—known to their political enemies as 
“Bourbons”—were able to maintain a united Democratic party, 
warning that any sign of defection to the Republicans would under- 
mine white supremacy. '° 

By the 1880s, however, the old Jacksonian strain in the southern 
Democracy had begun to chafe under this domination by a con- 
servative elite. If collaboration with the Republicans was out of 
bounds, since that would mean recognizing the rights of blacks, why 
should not poor white farmers through force of numbers take over 
the Democratic party? Beginning in Georgia in 1886, rural equali- 
tarians introduced primary elections (at first for the election of 
pledged delegates to Democratic state conventions) as a means of 
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challenging patrician control in what had become effectively one- 
party states. Southern Farmers’ Alliances were organized similar to 
those being formed in the West, though at first with the avowed 
purpose of being “‘strictly white man’s non-political, secret, busi- 
ness” associations. 

In the 1890 elections, equalitarians broke through in several south- 
ern states to take control of Democratic parties and therefore of state 
governments. In Georgia, fiery young Thomas G. Watson led a 
campaign that won him a seat in Congress and gave his faction the 
governorship and majorities in both houses of the state legislature. 
In South Carolina, Benjamin Tillman, “Pitchford Ben,” a one-eyed 
farmer, won the governorship over a candidate put forward by the 
planter establishment. In Texas, James Hogg was elected governor 
on a platform that promised regulation of railroads. 

Tom Watson, the most brilliant, and among the most vitriolic, of 
the equalitarians, went so far as to propose an alliance between poor 
whites and poor blacks, arguing that enmity between the two groups 
was benefiting nobody but the Bourbons. “You are kept apart,” he 
told farmers of both races, “that you may be separately fleeced of 
your earnings. You are made to hate each other because upon that 
hatred is rested the keystone of the arch of financial despotism which 
enslaves you both.’”!! 

Fresh from their triumphs in the fall elections, representatives of 
western and southern Alliances gathered in Ocala, Florida, in De- 
cember 1890. Following Watson’s advice, organizers of the meeting 
invited representatives of the Colored Farmers’ Alliance. A delegation 
from Kansas proposed that a call be issued for a convention to form 
a national People’s party. Some southern equalitarians hung back. 
They were hesitant, they acknowledged, to give up the power they 
had begun to acquire through participation in southern Democratic 
parties. The meeting ended inconclusively, with agreement only that 
a convention should be held to consider third-party prospects in St. 
Louis in 1892." 

In May 1891, the Kansans and some others who shared their de- 
termination to form a third party gathered in Cincinnati and launched 
a national People’s party, complete with a national chairman and an 
executive committee. By the time the scheduled St. Louis convention 
met on Washington’s birthday, 1892, Grover Cleveland, anathema 
to rural equalitarians, was the clear front runner for nomination by 
the Democrats for another term in the White House. Finding Pres- 
ident Harrison equally unacceptable, the assembled delegates agreed 
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to give their support to the recently founded People’s party. That 
summer General James Weaver—who had led the Greenbackers in 
1880—was chosen as the People’s party candidate for President. '% 
The party became known as the Populists—a term apparently coined 
in 1892 by a writer for the Columbus, Ohio, Dispatch. 


THE PARTY OF HARD TIMES 


Thinking to establish unbreakable control of both the electoral college 
and the Senate, the Republicans during Harrison’s term had hurried 
to statehood the sparsely settled, but supposedly impregnably Re- 
publican, western territories of North Dakota, South Dakota, Wy- 
oming, Idaho, Montana, and Washington. In the very next election, 
the Populist candidate, Weaver, carried two of the new states, Idaho 
and North Dakota, and came in second in South Dakota and Wy- 
oming. Weaver also carried the western states of Kansas, Colorado, 
and Wyoming, for a total of 22 electoral votes. The South, however, 
was solid for Cleveland—only in Texas and Alabama did Weaver 
win more than 20 percent of the popular vote. In the Northeast and 
the Great Lakes states, the People’s party simply did not exist. In no 
state east of the Mississippi and north of the Mason-Dixon line (the 
boundary between Pennsylvania and Maryland) did the Populist can- 
didate win as much as 5 percent of the popular vote. 

With Cleveland’s return to the White House for a second term, 
the Democrats for the first time since the Civil War simultaneously 
controlled both the presidency and both houses of Congress. The 
nation promptly entered the worst economic depression up to that 
time—fixing indelibly in the minds of many voters an association 
between the Democratic party and economic hard times that was to 
last for more than 30 years. By the end of 1893, almost 600 banks 
had failed, more than 15,000 businesses had gone bankrupt, and 
“perhaps as much as a quarter of the country’s nonagricultural work 
force had experienced unemployment.” In 1894 production dropped 
to 75 percent of capacity, wages fell 10 percent, and more than 40 
percent of nonagricultural workers at one time or another were un- 
employed." 

Economic hard times helped set off a series of bitterly contested 
strikes against mining and manufacturing companies. In the coalfields 
of Pennsylvania, Illinois, Ohio, and Indiana, strikes by miners led 
to “bloody skirmishes,” causing Governors William McKinley of 
Ohio and John Peter Altgeld of Illinois to call out their state militias. 
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A strike at the Pullman works outside Chicago culminated in riots 
in July 1894 that were put down with the help of 2,000 federal troops 
dispatched by Cleveland (over Altgeld’s angry protest). 

Cleveland’s response to the depression was not exactly indecisive. 
Believing that the economic collapse had been caused by the Silver 
Purchase Act and the McKinley tariff, both enacted by the Repub- 
licans in 1890, he wielded federal patronage to persuade the Dem- 
ocratic majorities in Congress to repeal the Silver Purchase Act and 
to make some adjustments in tariff rates (though the final tariff bill 
was such a mixed bag that he allowed it to become law without his 
signature). But he did nothing to bring direct help to the unem- 
ployed. 

The 1894 midterm elections were a disaster for the Democrats. In 
the House, the Democrats lost 113 seats, producing a switch from 
a Democratic majority of 91 to a Republican majority of 139. In the 
Senate, where only one-third of the 88 seats were at stake, the Dem- 
ocrats lost only five seats, but that was enough to restore Republican 
control. 

Clearly no Democrat remotely associated with Grover Cleveland 
would have any chance of winning the presidency in 1896. But it 
was by no means certain that the Republicans would be the chief 
beneficiaries of the social and economic turmoil. In the 1894 congres- 
sional elections, the Populists’ share of the total vote rose to 12 
percent, compared to 9 percent in 1892. There were six Populists in 
the Senate and seven in the House, as well as others in both bodies 
elected with Populist support. If economic hard times drove the 
nation in a radical direction, might not Populism, particularly if it 
found a charismatic leader, rather than Republicanism be the wave 
of the future? 

The economy recovered somewhat in 1895 but then plunged again 
in the early months of 1896, producing more bank failures, more 
bankruptcies, and more layoffs. As the 1896 Democratic convention 
approached, support for “free silver” swept through the party, not 
only in the silver-producing states but among all who adhered to 
the traditional Jacksonian remedy of inflation as an economic re- 
storative. Only a few redoubts in Democratic state parties in the 
Northeast and around the Great Lakes held out in favor of Cleveland’s 
hard-money policy. There was, Cleveland complained, “not a single 
man in the Senate with whom I can be on terms of absolute confi- 
dence.” Governor Altgeld of Illinois, who in 1892 had broken the 
Republicans’ monopoly on political power in that state, predicted: 
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“If our party takes a firm position on [the silver issue] and the Re- 
publican party straddles the question, as it will be obliged to do, we 
will sweep the country and achieve a greater victory than we ever 
have.” Altgeld threw down the gauntlet to the goldbugs: ““The con- 
tinuation of the single gold standard means the permanent degra- 
dation of the great toiling and producing masses of this country.’’! 


THE CANDIDATE OF SOUND MONEY 


The Republican party leaders who gathered in St. Louis in early June 
1896, and their business supporters, clearly recognized both the se- 
riousness of the Populist challenge and their own party’s opportunity 
to reclaim the White House by capitalizing on voter reaction against 
Cleveland. As their candidate for President, they nominated William 
McKinley, the one-term governor of Ohio. 

McKinley, a quiet man, had served six terms in Congress, rep- 
resenting the largely rural district that included Canton. He had 
acquired a reputation as a good listener and a superb political tactician. 
His major accomplishment in the House had been steering to en- 
actment the highly protectionist McKinley tariff of 1890. For this 
triumph he had won the title, “Napoleon of Protection” —more, one 
guesses, for cunning and determination than for dramatic flair. 
Though he had served in the Civil War, he was not part of the military 
elite that included Grant, Hayes, Garfield, and Harrison. (Toward 
the end of the war, he had been an aide to Hayes.) In Ohio politics 
he stayed outside the orbit of the Quay-type machine built by Gov- 
ernor, later Senator, Joseph Foraker. He made his base in the older 
establishment of moderate politicians and businessmen formed by 
Hayes and Senator John Sherman. '® 

Like Lincoln and Seward in the 1850s McKinley fought against 
making the Republican party the instrument of Protestant hegemony. 
As governor, he had appointed Catholics to important posts in state 
government, thereby incurring the wrath of the anti-Catholic Amer- 
ican Protective Association. (He did not, however, as young Theo- 
dore Roosevelt was doing in New York, publicly attack the A.P.A.) 
Like his friend and supporter, Mark Hanna, a Cleveland businessman, 
McKinley sought to stay on good terms with the emerging force of 
organized labor. He called up the state militia to maintain order 
during the coal-mine strike of 1894 but was credited by labor with 
having been at least as restrained in his use of troops as the radical 
Altgeld in Illinois.” 


170 THE REPUBLICAN ERA 


McKinley’s bid for the Republican presidential nomination had 
been skillfully planned and managed by Mark Hanna. Though widely 
identified as a boss, Hanna was a different kind of politician than the 
type exemplified by Quay, Platt, and Foraker. Having devoted his 
early years to converting the family wholesale grocery into a flour- 
ishing coal and iron company, Hanna had come to active politics 
relatively late in life—at first to protect his investment in a Cleveland 
streetcar line. Unlike reformers like Roosevelt, his interest in politics 
was directly functional, but the function he had in mind was not the 
enrichment of a political machine. '* 

Like his fellow millionaire businessmen in the booming industrial 
heartland of western Pennsylvania and northeastern Ohio, John D. 
Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie, who also dabbled in Republican 
politics, Hanna believed devoutly in the benevolent effects of Amer- 
ican business. The primary purpose of government, as he conceived 
it, was to provide a favorable climate for business which when op- 
erating smoothly would produce a rising standard of living for almost 
everybody. Hanna believed, he said, in a “business state.” He was 
rather more candid than Rockefeller, Carnegie, and the rest about 
the use of money in politics to protect business interests. He accepted 
that workers were entitled to a fair share of the income produced by 
business enterprise—his comopanies were among the first to sign 
contracts with organized labor. But businessmen must have the au- 
thority to make major economic decisions. “Some men must own,” 
he said, and “the great mass of men must work for those who own.” 
It would not be correct to say that Hanna served the Republican 
party as he might have worked for a church or a fraternal order— 
he expected his companies to profit directly from the relationship. 
But his chief concern was with an entire economy, indeed an entire 
social order, rather than with a quick personal return. 

In 1888 Hanna had supported John Sherman for the Republican 
nomination for President. When Harrison and Sherman seemed to 
deadlock, Foraker, though pledged to Sherman, had tried to swing 
the nomination to Blaine, in hopes of getting the second spot on the 
ticket for himself. McKinley, in contrast, when a group of delegates 
proposed him as a dark horse for the presidential nomination, had 
insisted on remaining loyal to Sherman. Hanna was impressed. “You 
might have a President,” he told McKinley. When Harrison was 
nominated and elected, Hanna resolved that at some future conven- 
tion McKinley should have his chance. 

Hostile journalists and cartoonists of the day liked to depict Hanna 
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pulling the strings on his obedient puppet, McKinley. Those who 
observed the relationship closely found it quite otherwise. The part- 
nership somewhat recalled that of Seward and Weed, but it was less 
equal. McKinley was the dominant ego, and Hanna the faithful tech- 
nician. William Allen White, the journalist, who knew them both 
well and rather preferred Hanna, conceded that Hanna in McKinley’s 
presence was always “‘just a shade obsequious.’’! 

Looking toward the 1896 convention, Hanna established a firm 
base for McKinley in the Midwest and developed broad support 
among the southern delegations, which since the time of Hayes and 
Garfield had taken their cues from whoever controlled the Ohio 
organization. Both McKinley and Hanna preferred to play down the 
monetary issue and base the fall campaign on the promise of higher 
tariffs. The eastern financial interests who were expected to pay a 
large share of the campaign costs did not agree. Senator Henry Cabot 
Lodge of Massachusetts, who like his friend Roosevelt traced his 
political lineage to the reform strain in the party initiated by Charles 
Sumner, is reported to have carried their demand that the platform 
include specific advocacy of gold to Hanna at the Republican con- 
vention in St. Louis. Tom Platt of New York was on hand to reinforce 
the message. Foraker, employed as an attorney by the Morgan bank 
while he waited a chance to be elected to the Senate, applied leverage 
from inside the Ohio delegation.” 

Hanna at first resisted. But when pressure mounted from the east- 
erners, backed by some business allies in Chicago and Cincinnati, 
Hanna, with McKinley’s approval, agreed to an unequivocal pledge 
to maintain the “existing gold standard,” rather than the “existing 
standard” as originally drafted. The plank was hammered out in a 
hotel room by a knot of party leaders (with Melville Stone, president 
of the Associated Press, present because he knew how to spell ‘‘in- 
violably’’). As a sop to the Republican silverites, an escape clause 
was added holding out the possibility of “free coinage of silver” 
upon “international agreement with the leading commercial nations 
of the world, which we pledge ourselves to promote.” It was not 
enough. Senator Henry Teller of Colorado, one of the founders of 
the Republican party in the West, led the delegations of five silver- 
producing states out of the convention. Hanna joined the majority 
in chanting: ““Good-by! Good-by! ...Go to Chicago! Take the 
Democratic train!” In the press section, young William Jennings 
Bryan, covering the convention for the Omaha World-Herald, was 
seen to look on with a “‘smile of satisfaction. ”?! 
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“A CROSS OF GOLD” 


When the Democrats met in Chicago in July, the silverites were not 
only in a clear majority but appeared to possess the two-thirds still 
needed to nominate a candidate for President. A resolution com- 
mending the Cleveland administration was voted down 564 to 357. 
There was no doubt that the convention would adopt a strong plat- 
form plank calling for unlimited coinage of silver. But the silverites 
had not yet found a presidential candidate who could dramatize their 
cause. Altgeld, their natural leader, was constitutionally disqualified 
because he had been born in Prussia a few months before his parents 
had emigrated to the United States in 1847. Former Senator Richard 
Bland of Missouri, “Silver Dick,” who had made a career of single- 
mindedly advocating the cause of silver, appeared to be the front 
runner. But many delegates doubted that Bland had the political gifts 
to capture the tide of public sentiment that seemed to be flowing 
toward the Populists, who were scheduled to meet the following 
week in St. Louis. 

What was needed, Democratic strategists figured, was not simply 
an economic argument but a leader who could draw on social dis- 
content that went beyond economic hardship. Populism as it had 
developed by the summer of 1896 had taken on strong tones of 
cultural nativism, even religious bigotry. The Populists were reacting 
not simply against the money power but against the whole world 
of cities and alien customs and loose living they felt was challenging 
the agrarian way of life. Agriculture, while still a mighty political 
force, was, they must have recognized, a declining factor in the 
national economy. Farmers, who in Jackson’s day had compromised 
about 70 percent of the national work force, now made up only about 
one-third. White Protestants living on farms or in small towns were 
still a substantial majority of the nation’s population, but their he- 
gemony was slipping. America had been the Promised Land of evan- 
gelical Protestantism. Now, even in good times, evangelical 
Protestants had to share the national legacy with other groups.” 

Spurred by economic loss, many within the Populist movement 
began to blame their troubles not only on bankers and monopolists 
but also on alien cultural forces. In California the rabidly anti- 
Catholic American Protective Association (A.P.A.) was influential 
within the Populist leadership. Anti-Semitism, formerly not a sig- 
nificant factor in the United States (the large immigration of Jews 
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from eastern Europe started only in the 1880s), began showing up 
in Populist discourse. Noting the presence of August Belmont, Jr., 
American agent of the Rothschilds, among Cleveland’s economic 
advisers, Populist leaders charged that America was slipping under 
the control of international “‘Shylocks.’’ As Associated Press dispatch 
from the Populist convention in St. Louis reported “extraordinary 
hatred of the Jewish race” among the delegates. “It is not possible 
to go into any hotel in the city without hearing the most bitter 
denunciation of the Jews as a class and of particular Jews who hap- 
pened to have prospered in the world.’ 

On the night of July 8, William Jennings Bryan, former congress- 
man from Nebraska, loser in a race for the Senate in 1894, still only 
36 years old, addressed the by now tumultuous Democratic conven- 
tion as final advocate for the proposed platform plank promising free 
coinage of silver. Bryan had perfected the rhetorical devices in his 
speech through long experience on the small-town lecture circuit. 
With his mighty voice, a major asset in the days before electronic 
amplification, he immediately gripped the crowd. 

The silver plank, he said, was not anti-business, as the gold Dem- 
ocrats claimed. Their trouble was that they defined business too 
narrowly. “The man who is employed for wages is as much a busi- 
nessman as his employer. The attorney in a country town... as 
much . . . as the corporation counsel in a great metropolis. The mer- 
chantat the ‘crossroadsi stores 1 /asvamuch ; yas the merchantvof 
New York. The farmer who goes forth in the morning and toils all 
day, begins in the spring and toils all summer, . . . is as much a 
businessman as the man who goes upon the Board of Trade and bets 
upon the-price’of grainy lr% 

Bryan invoked the names of Jefferson and Jackson. What the Dem- 
ocratic party now needed, he said, was “an Andrew Jackson to stand 
as Jackson stood, against the encroachments of concentrated wealth.”’ 
The convention must decide whether the party was “upon the side 
of the idle holders of idle capital, or upon the side of the struggling 
masses ler 

The great cities, he acknowledged, were said to favor the gold 
standard. But “‘the great cities rest upon these broad and fertile prai- 
ries. Burn down your cities and leave our farms, and your cities will 
spring up again as if by magic. But destroy our farms and the grass 
will grow in the streets of every city in this country.” 

The throng, now hushed, hung on every syllable of Bryan’s great 
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peroration: “. . . We shall answer their demands for a gold standard 
by saying to them, you shall not press down upon the brow of labor this 
crown of thorns. You shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold.” 

The crowd exploded with a roar that must have rivaled the roar 
that had heralded Lincoln’s nomination in 1860. “Hell,” cabled a 
correspondent for a London newspaper, “was broken loose in Chi- 
cago.” The silver plank carried by a vote of better than two to one. 
The next day Bryan was nominated on the fifth ballot for President, 
with delegations from several eastern states and Wisconsin abstain- 
mg? 

The Populists, meeting in St. Louis the following week, were 
caught in a dilemma. Should they endorse Bryan, thereby risking 
the loss of their party identity at the very moment when the country 
seemed to be turning in their direction? Or should they run their 
own candidate, thereby splitting the vote of the discontented and 
assuring victory for the conservative Republicans? Most of the party 
leadership, including General Weaver, seeing a chance for real power 
at last, urged endorsement of Bryan. Mary Elizabeth Lease, the 
Kansas firebrand, “nearly burst a blood vessel” in her enthusiasm 
for Bryan’s candidacy.” 

A few urban radicals who had attached themselves to Populism 
warned that Bryan would have little appeal for industrial workers in 
the cities. And some southern Populists, who had cast their lot against 
the southern Democracy, resisted losing their new party's autonomy. 
For the Populists simply to fuse with the Democrats, said Tom Wat- 
son of Georgia, would be to “return as the hog did to its wallow.” 
In the end, a compromise was worked out through which the Pop- 
ulists endorsed Bryan for President but substituted Watson as their 
candidate for Vice President in place of the Democratic choice, a 
banker who had declared for free silver. Henry Demarest Lloyd, a 
radical publicist, wrote what he took to be the epitaph of the Populist 
party: “The Free Silver movement is a fake. Free Silver is the cow- 
bird of the Reform movement. It waited until the nest had been built 
by the sacrifices and labour of others, and then it laid its eggs in 
it... . The People’s party has been betrayed. ”?7 


THE CLEAR MAJORITY PARTY 


Despite Cleveland’s evident unpopularity, McKinley made no effort 
to identify Bryan with the administration. After Bryan’s nomina- 
tion, Democratic supporters of the administration met, with Cleve- 
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land’s approval, to form a “National Democratic” party pledged to 
maintain the gold standard. The new party nominated John Palmer 
of Illinois as its candidate for President. The National Democrats, 
financed by Democratic businessmen like August Belmont, Jr., and 
former Democratic national chairman Abram Hewitt, concentrated 
on draining off enough votes for Palmer in Indiana, Michigan, Min- 
nesota, Kentucky, and Kansas to make sure that McKinley would 
carry those states. (They succeeded in Kentucky and failed in Kansas; 
the other three states ultimately went for McKinley by absolute ma- 
jorities. ) 

Bryan stumped the nation in a railroad “‘whistle stop” campaign 
(still a rare practice for presidential candidates). He made some ges- 
tures toward organized labor and ethnic working-class voters, whom 
he urged to join a coalition of the “toiling masses.” But his primary 
strategy was to rally the agrarian base of the old Jacksonian majority. 
Unlike Cleveland, he made no attempt to accommodate the Repub- 
lican ideology, but rather offered rural voters the Jeffersonian— 
Jacksonian faith in undiluted form. His attacks were directed not 
merely at the money power that made its headquarters in big cities, 
but at the cities themselves, with their inherent tendency to corrup- 
tion. By identifying with traditional rural values—an identification 
that no doubt was entirely sincere—he hoped to bring back to the 
Democratic party the mass of evangelical Protestants, who had been 
predominantly Jacksonian. He tried to drive a line of political cleavage 
between the Northeast and the rest of the country. This meant sac- 
rificing not only New England, which in 1828 had opposed Jackson, 
but also New York and Pennsylvania, which had been Jacksonian 
strongholds. By holding the South, attracting disgruntled farmers 
and silverites in the Great Plains and the Far West, and combining 
an increased share of the farm vote with the normal Democratic city 
vote in Illinois, Ohio, Indiana, Michigan, and Wisconsin, he could, 
he was convinced, win the election. 

During September and October, Hanna pulled out all the stops to 
restore the nation’s voters to what he regarded as their political and 
economic senses. The Republican campaign was waged nationwide, 
not just in states that seemed doubtful. Hanna’s propaganda machine 
turned out almost 200 pamphlets, many of them targeted at particular 
groups and translated into a dozen languages. About 200 million 
pieces of campaign literature were distributed before election day. 

The business community, except for the owners of silver mines, 
gave almost united support for McKinley. Hanna levied fixed as- 


176 THE REPUBLICAN ERA 


sessments on corporations, which they for the most part dutifully 
paid. (Finding cash left over after the election, Hanna, to the aston- 
ishment of corporate executives, sent back proportionate shares of 
their contributions.) Beyond providing funds that helped pay for 
enormous mailings and subsidized party workers, businessmen com- 
municated directly with their employees, customers, and clients. Mill 
owners warned their workers that if Bryan won on Tuesday, “the 
whistle will not blow on Wednesday morning.” Some contracts were 
made contingent on a Republican victory. A few days before the 
election, tens of thousands of businessmen representing a wide range 
of industries and financial interests paraded in New York City wear- 
ing chrysanthemums and carrying golden oranges.” 

The fervor that developed among McKinley’s supporters, how- 
ever, grew from more than economic fear or party enthusiasm. Many 
Protestant voters came to regard Bryan’s campaign as a direct chal- 
lenge to the very Christian values that he claimed to personify. 
Bryan’s attempt, through bold use of Christian imagery and em- 
phasis on equalitarian themes, to reclaim northern evangelical Prot- 
estants for the Democracy was blunted by his identification with 
economic nostrums that seemed to violate the Protestant work ethic. 
Early in the campaign, some evangelical clerics rallied to Bryan’s 
side. “He is undoubtedly,” said one, “to lead [us] out of the sin- 
cursed land of gold-bugs. . . .”” A midwestern Methodist magazine, 
while doubting the economic wisdom of free silver, extolled Bryan’s 
Opposition to “the syndicated powers which have had their way for 
so many decades.” For the most part, however, northern Protestant 
clergymen and publicists rejected Bryan’s assertion that his program 
was Biblically inspired. “That platform,” said a prominent Baptist 
minister, “was made in hell.” A Chicago evangelist criticized Bryan’s 
invocation of “the Crown of Thorns and the Cross of the Nazarene” 
to justify “the unholy spectres of dishonour and revolution.” A 
widely read Episcopal magazine warned that Bryan’s election would 
cause “the ruin of national fiscal morality.” In all the country, Bryan’s 
managers could find only four prominent clergymen who were will- 
ing to endorse him. On the Sunday before election, many Protestant 
pastors preached against Bryanism with the text, “Thou Shalt Not 
Sheal, T 

As James Sundquist has shown, Bryan actually ran behind the 
combined 1892 Democratic and Populist vote in every county of 
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, and Wisconsin, including many counties 
where evangelicals were numerous. Paul Kleppner has found some 
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correlation in rural counties of Ohio and Michigan between support 
for Bryan and the dry vote in prohibition referenda in other years. 
But even in five Ohio counties cited by Kleppner for their evangelical 
characteristics, Bryan got no better than 45.5 percent of the vote, 
compared with 45.2 for Cleveland in 1892. In the states of the Middle 
Border, Bryan ran well ahead of the normal Democratic vote, car- 
rying Kansas, Nebraska, and South Dakota. But this probably had 
more to do with populist economics than with evangelical morality.* 

While failing to exert much attraction for evangelicals outside the 
Great Plains, Bryan’s campaign managed to chill many normally 
Democratic working-class voters in the major cities of the Northeast 
and around the Great Lakes. Many of them were no doubt persuaded 
by the Republicans’ argument that free silver would further under- 
mine the economy, costing industrial workers their jobs as well as 
hurting corporate managers and stockholders. Samuel Gompers, 
head of the American Federation of Labor, steered his part of the 
union movement away from collaboration with the populists. ‘“Co- 
Operation or amalgamation of the wageworkers’ organization with 
the People’s party,” he had said in 1892, was “impossible, because 
it is unnatural.” The Knights of Labor, which had been more inclined 
to coalesce with the populists, had almost vanished by 1896. But the 
distrust felt among many urban workers toward Bryan was cultural 
as well as economic. Bryan’s evangelical style and emphasis on Prot- 
estant moral values were jarring to the sensibilities of many working- 
class Catholics. And his appeal to class antagonism ran counter to 
Catholic social conservatism. Archbishop John Ireland of St. Paul, a 
leading Catholic prelate of the time, warned that the populists were 
“lighting torches which, borne in the hands of reckless men, may 
light up in our country the lurid fires of a commune.” McKinley’s 
inclusion of Catholics in his state administration in Ohio, and his 
refusal to be bullied by the A.P.A., also probably won him some 
points with Catholic voters.*! 

Even the weather in 1896 seemed to turn Republican. The drought 
ended and the fall harvest was bountiful. Some of the economic 
pressure felt by farmers receded. In the old Northwest, many farm- 
ers, whose livestock consumed grain produced on the Great Plains, 
believed that farmers farther west were at least partly to blame for 
problems that had resulted from earlier overexpansion. 

In the final weeks before the election, enthusiasm became feverish 
on both sides. Bryan’s crusade for free silver and relief for the “toiling 
masses” was met by McKinley’s no less impassioned campaign for 
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sound money and the “full dinner pail.” Bryan could not stop talk- 
ing—he set new world records for the number of speeches on a single 
day; on the day before election he spoke 27 times. In Canton, Ohio, 
meanwhile, throngs of the Republican faithful arrived daily by rail- 
road and marched to McKinley’s home, where the candidate appeared 
regularly on his front porch to respond to their questions (which he 
insisted on editing in advance). Railroad records show that during 
the fall of 1896 about 750,000 people made the journey to Canton— 
more than 12 percent of McKinley’s total vote in November. ? 

As Figure 8-1 shows, Bryan’s strategy did not wholly fail. He 
swept the South and carried the new western states admitted during 
Harrison’s term (except North Dakota), plus Colorado, Missouri, 
Nevada, Nebraska, Kansas, and Utah (admitted to the union in 1896 
after the Mormon church proscribed polygamy), for an electoral vote 
total of 176. In the Northeast, Bryan was crushed as expected, losing 
every county in New England and all but one in New York (including 
New York City and Brooklyn). For the first time since 1872, the 
Republicans successfully invaded the Border states, carrying Mary- 
land, Delaware, West Virginia, and Kentucky. In the states of the 
old Northwest, which both sides regarded as crucial, McKinley 
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Figure 8-1 Electoral vote by states, 1896 


Source: Historical Statistics of the United States, Bureau of the Census, 1961 
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achieved a clean sweep, with majorities ranging from ṣ1 percent in 
Indiana to 60 percent in Wisconsin. 

McKinley’s vote in the electoral college was 271, a margin of 9s. 
The nationwide popular vote was fairly close, McKinley winning 
about 7 million votes to about 6.5 million for Bryan, on an 80 percent 
turnout. But for the first time since 1876, the winner in the popular 
vote had an absolute majority, 51 percent, rather than only a plurality. 
The Republicans won large majorities in both houses of Congress. 
The Republican party had emerged, once again, as the clear majority 
party in the country. 


THE SYSTEM REINFORCED 


The outcome of the populist uprising of the 1890s showed among 
other things the durability of the two-party system that had come 
out of the Civil War. Populism had expressed deeply felt social and 
economic discontents and had gathered a sizable constituency among 
a still numerous social class, small farmers in the West and South. 
Under a different electoral system, such as proportional represen- 
tation or one including a second round in the general election, or 
even at a different time in American history, it might well have 
provided the basis for an effective and enduring national party. But 
the institutions of the electoral college and first-past-the-post elec- 
tions, and the still compelling loyalties holding most northern Prot- 
estants to the Republican party and most white southerners to the 
Democratic party, combined to prevent the survival of the People’s 
party, 1f not of populism as a social force. 

The political outcome of the populist uprising illuminated a quality 
of the post-Civil War party system that had not much characterized 
the party system before 1860: when a powerful social force devel- 
oped, it was likely to be taken up by one of the two major parties 
rather than to produce a durable third party. Whether the Democrats 
took over populism in 1896 or populism took over the Democrats 
is perhaps arguable. The fact is that the Democratic party continued 
to exist, its basic constituencies little changed, while populism be- 
came an ideological strain expressed by interest groups working 
within the party. 

Why did the Populists fail to endure as a significant independent 
party while the Republicans of the 1850s and 1860s succeeded? In 
part because the underlying political system, rooted in the Consti- 
tution and the natural competition between the republican and liberal 
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traditions, had grown more mature. Important social groups and 
individual politicians had acquired weighty interests in maintaining 
their parties. Both Republican and Democratic politicians had taken 
pains to put legal barriers in the way of development of new parties. 
In part because the economic and social troubles of the 1890s, though 
severe, did not match the controversy over slavery as a force capable 
of smashing an entire party system. And in part because populism 
was related organically to the liberal tradition that normally had 
found its primary political expression through the party that de- 
scended from Jefferson and Jackson. Populism, in fact, by infusing 
the Democratic party with its grievances and ideals, drew the party 
back to its roots and renewed the vigor of competition between the 
liberal and republican traditions. 

The Republican party came out of the 1896 election stronger than 
it had been since the years right after the Civil War. Though both 
major parties made gains in some areas and among some groups 
formerly dominated by the other, the advances achieved by Bryan 
in the Great Plains and Rocky Mountain states proved to be short- 
lived, while some of the Republican gains in urban and suburban 
areas of the Northeast and Midwest were to be of long duration. 

By 1900, six of the western states that had voted for Bryan were 
back in the Republican column. Four years later, as the West went 
wild for Theodore Roosevelt, the Republican ticket achieved a re- 
gional clean sweep. 

Among the formerly Democratic major cities that voted for 
McKinley in 1896, in contrast, several, including Milwaukee, In- 
dianapolis, and Columbus, Ohio, became firmly Republican. De- 
troit, New Haven, and Cleveland, all former Democratic 
strongholds, became marginal in local, state, and national elections. 
Chicago, which had leaned Democratic, was closely contested be- 
tween the two parties until the onset of the Great Depression in the 
1930s. Only New York, Boston, Jersey City, and St. Paul quickly 
swung back to the Democratic column. In cities that had traditionally 
been Republican, including Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Cincinnati, 
Republican majorities became over whelming—in Philadelphia rang- 
ing around three to one.” 

The 1896 election witnessed for the first time the emergence of a 
solidly Republican vote in newly developing suburbs—bosky com- 
munities on the borders of great cities, largely populated by families 
in which the breadwinner commuted each day to work in the city. 
Before the 1890s, the counties in which these communities were 
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located had been largely rural and often, for historic reasons, Dem- 
ocratic. Bergen County, New Jersey, just across the Hudson River 
from New York City, had voted Democratic in every presidential 
election from the Civil War through 1892. In 1896 it voted almost 
two to one for McKinley. Westchester County, New York, just north 
of New York City, heavily Democratic since the days of the Regency, 
voted 60 percent for McKinley. Montgomery and Bucks counties, 
Pennsylvania, outside Philadelphia, both marginally Democratic 
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Figure 8-2 California vote by counties, 1896 
Source: Edgar Eugene Robinson, The Presidential Vote, 1896-1932, Octagon, New York, 1947 
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since the Civil War, each went for McKinley over Bryan by margins 
of about three to two. All these suburban bailiwicks, growing rapidly 
in population and influence, and others like them in New England 
and the Midwest, were to be Republican strongholds during most 
of the twentieth century. 

California, which was still casting only nine electoral votes (fewer 
than 19 other states, including Alabama and Kansas), voted narrowly 
for McKinley in 1896 in patterns substantially different from those 
it had displayed in voting even more narrowly for Lincoln in 1860, 
as shown in Figure 8—2. As in 1860, San Francisco and the counties 
surrounding San Francisco Bay were Republican, and most of the 
agricultural counties in the great Central Valley were Democratic or 
Populist. But the southern counties, including Los Angeles, Orange, 
and San Diego, largely settled after 1870 from the Republican Mid- 
west and still accounting for only about 20 percent of the state’s total 
vote, had shifted from Democrat to Republican, with fateful con- 
sequences for the state’s political future. 

The 1896 election, beyond its immediate effects on national policy, 
represented a reinvigoration of the competition between the repub- 
lican and liberal traditions within the structure of the party system 
that had come out of the Civil War. As Sundquist writes, the party 
system of 1860, “rather than being weakened by the new upheaval, 
was reinforced. ”* But the content of political conflict carried on 
through the system had been changed. The liberal tradition, which 
during the 1870s and 1880s had been confined to limited expression 
through city machines and associations of rural radicals, had been 
restored as the dominant force within the national Democratic party. 
It was from the battle lines laid down in 1896 that much of the political 
struggle and discourse of the twentieth century was to rise. 


X NINE X& 


Reaction Against Parties 


The Progressive Era 


THE POPULISTS OF THE EARLY 1890s had aimed to form a party capable 
of breaking through the existing party system. But they had no 
particular objection to the party as a political institution. In contrast, 
the progressives, their successors as advocates and agents of political 
reform, set out not only to supplant one of the major parties but to 
reduce drastically the role and power of party institutions. 

The progressives, who won control of many state and local gov- 
ernments around the turn of the century and established broad in- 
fluence in Congress and in several national administrations, had 
almost as low a view of parties as the Founders. Governmental inef- 
ficiency and political corruption, they argued, grew almost inevitably 
from the party system. Parties of the kind that had evolved by the 
end of the nineteenth century, Herbert Croly, a leading progressive 
ideologist and publicist, claimed, were concerned chiefly with the 
pursuit of patronage, which produced ‘‘enfeeblement”’ of govern- 
ment. “Overthrow of the two-party system,” Croly wrote, was 
“indispensable to successful progressive democracy.’”! 

The progressives concentrated mainly on institutional reform, 
rather than, like the populists, on economic redistribution. Among 
their principal targets were existing party structures. Where the pro- 
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gressives won power, particularly in the West, they passed laws that 
shackled party operations and undermined party discipline. The ef- 
fects of these changes on the political system were profound, and 
they continue to be felt to the present day. 


THE BEST OF TIMES 


After McKinley’s victory in 1896, the Republicans entered a period 
of political dominance at the national level. Prosperity returned, 
just as McKinley had said it would. Some economists today argue 
that discoveries of large gold deposits in Alaska and South Africa 
were more responsible than McKinley’s policies for the economic 
boom. But most voters were not inclined to haggle. The Republi- 
cans had offered an economic approach they promised would bring 
good times. When good times in fact followed, most of the elector- 
ate were prepared to credit the physician whose remedy had been 
tried. 

Matched a second time against Bryan in 1900, McKinley won by 
a landslide margin of more than 6 percentage points in the popular 
vote and 292 to 155 in the electoral college. In 1904 Theodore Roo- 
sevelt, who had succeeded to the presidency after McKinley’s assas- 
sination by an anarchist in 1901, achieved a truly massive popular 
vote majority of almost 20 percentage points over the Democratic 
candidate, Judge Alton B. Parker of New York, a moderate con- 
servative in the tradition of Tilden and Cleveland. Roosevelt carried 
every state outside the former Confederacy except Maryland and 
Kentucky. 

What Roosevelt called the “normal Republican majority” appeared 
to have become an enduring reality in the nation’s political life. 
Republicans maintained seemingly unassailable majorities in both 
houses of Congress. Even in midterm congressional elections, which 
almost always produce gains for the party that does not hold the 
White House, Republican majorities suffered little erosion. In the 
midterm election of 1902, with Roosevelt freshly in office and the 
economy buoyant, the Republicans actually increased their margins 
in both houses of Congress. 

Financial panics in 1903 and 1907, with some spillover effects on 
the general economy, did little to dent Republican dominance. In 
1908 the Democrats returned to Bryan, still the ardent champion of 
economic and cultural populism. Though national unemployment, 
in the wake of the 1907 panic, had risen above 8 percent, Bryan lost 
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to William Howard Taft, Roosevelt’s chosen successor, by more than 
a million votes. 

In one region of the country, the South, the Republican tide did 
not run—indeed quite the opposite. The Democratic national ticket 
carried every state of the former Confederacy, except Tennessee in 
1920, in every election between 1896 and 1928. Democrats virtually 
monopolized southern state and local offices and representation in 
Congress. 

Hegemony in one region, however, could not by itself make the 
Democrats serious contenders for national power. At the national 
level in the early years of the new century, the Republican majority 
appeared almost impregnable. 

Yet there were factors in the objective situation that were bound, 
eventually, to produce political discord. The Republican national 
majority after McKinley’s reelection seemed so secure against ex- 
ternal challenge that it was almost certain to spawn internal conflict. 
Party factions that had hung together while populism seemed a gen- 
uine threat now felt free to pursue their particular, sometimes clash- 
ing, agendas. Competing personal ambitions came into play. 

The nation, moreover, despite the general glow of optimism that 
greeted the new century, faced difficult—some intellectual critics said 
potentially fatal—underlying social problems. Growing concentra- 
tion of wealth in the hands of a relatively few financiers, corporate 
tycoons, and rich families seemed to many Americans, including 
some who rejected the economic nostrums of populism, a menace 
to the social foundations of democracy. 

Industrialization, while producing a generally rising material stan- 
dard of living, required many workers to labor under conditions that 
were unhealthy, dangerous, or demoralizing and disrupted ancient 
ties of working people to land, craft, community, and even family. 
Rapidly growing cities in the East and Midwest fostered crime, po- 
litical corruption, crowded and unsanitary living conditions, and a 
sense of social atomism. Vast migrations from southern and eastern 
Europe brought new hands to support economic growth and en- 
riched the variety of American life. But they also introduced reli- 
gious, cultural, and moral differences that offended or frightened 
many descendants of earlier settlers, including German and Irish 
Catholics and German Jews. Pursuit of material things, encouraged 
by the very productivity of the American economy and incited by 
the newly created industry of mass advertising, conflicted with tra- 
ditional virtues of thrift, modesty, sharing, and témperance. Social 
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freedom opened new opportunities for women and youth and en- 
larged the range of available recreations and pleasures but inevitably 
caused tension within families and communities. 

Populism had represented, in part, an attempt to deal with some 
of these problems through a return to the social and economic con- 
ditions of an earlier time. It had grown up as a challenge to the 
dominant Republican ideology and had been embraced by the op- 
position Democratic party. The progressive movement, which began 
to develop in the latter part of the 1890s, was, in contrast, an exten- 
sion of the dominant ideology. It build on the assumptions of that 
ideology and tried to cure some of its operational flaws. 


SOURCES OF PROGRESSIVISM 


The root source of the progressive movement may have been the 
tendency that Gunnar Myrdal discerned among ordinary Americans, 
when they “see something wrong,” to feel “not only that there 
should be a law against it, but also that an organization should be 
formed to combat it.”? Its more immediate sources were diverse, 
sometimes overlapping, and sometimes in conflict. They included: 


The Federalist Tradition. The Liberal Republicans of the 1870s 
and the “‘“mugwump” Republicans who broke with the party in 1884 
to vote for Cleveland against Blaine, had passed on the Federalist 
tradition of public service descended from John Adams, John Mar- 
shall, and John Jay. (Party regulars at the time said that a mugwump 
was one who “‘sat on the fence with his mug on one side and his 
wump on the other.’’) Federalist Republicans fully subscribed to the 
basic principles of the Republican ideology but believed it had been 
corrupted by machine bosses like Quay and Platt. They also were 
critical of business-oriented politicians like Hanna, who they thought 
placed too much emphasis on the economic aspect of Republicanism 
while neglecting the moral idealism Republicans inherited from Lin- 
coln, Charles Sumner, and other reformers of the 1860s. 

Politicians and publicists. in the Federalist tradition tended to be 
moderate free traders who reflected the interests of finance capitalism 
and the internationalist vision of the east coast intelligentsia, rather 
than orthodox Republican protectionists. Their number included 
Theodore Roosevelt in New York, Henry Cabot Lodge in Massa- 
chusetts, Philander Knox (McKinley’s Attorney General) in Penn- 
sylvania, William Howard Taft in Ohio, and a host of young lawyers, 
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businessmen, and journalists, like Elihu Root, Henry Stimson, and 
George Perkins, clustered around Roosevelt’s banner in New York 
(some of whom also had other motives for becoming progressives, 
as I will mention below). 


The Social Gospel Movement. Toward the end of the nineteenth 
century Protestant denominations later designated ‘‘mainline”’ 
(Methodists, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Lutherans, and Congre- 
gationalists, among others) produced a body of social and political 
activists espousing the ‘‘Social Gospel.” Inspired by eloquent preach- 
ers like Washington Gladden, Josiah Strong, and Walter Rauschen- 
busch, and by lay militants like Frances Willard and Jane Addams, 
the Social Gospellers held that Christian values were affronted by 
the economic suffering and social corruption associated with indus- 
trialization and urbanization. “The keener moral insight created by 
Christianity,” Rauschenbusch declared, “should lend its help in scru- 
tinizing all claims to property and power in order to detect latent 
public rights and to recall the recreant stewards to their duty.” Some 
of the Social Gospellers advocated a vague kind of socialism as the 
ultimate cure to the problems of modern society, but most of them 
concentrated on attacking immediate social evils such as drunken- 
ness, gambling, political corruption, slum housing, interference with 
workers’ right to organize, denial of legal equality to women, and 
economic exploitation of children.? 

Many Social Gospellers were active in the Republican party, the 
political home of most northern mainline Protestants. A study of 
leading progressive Republicans in California found that almost all 
were “urban, native-born, high-status Protestants from the old in- 
dependent middle class. ”4 

As with the populists, there was an element of reaction against 
cultural and ethnic displacement in the indignation that moved the 
Social Gospellers. “I am,” Frances Willard said ‘‘first a Christian, 
then I am a Saxon, then I am an American. . . .”” Most Social Gos- 
pellers felt genuine sympathy for the urban poor of all ethnic groups 
who were, as Rauchenbusch observed in his parish in the Hell’s 
Kitchen section of New York, “‘out of work, out of clothes, out of 
shoes, and out of hope.” But cultural pride sometimes produced 
moral arrogance. Many progressives, complained Brand Whitlock, 
himself a veteran of many reform campaigns, believed “that there 
were no social problems that the Anti-Saloon League could not solve 
in a week.’ i 
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The Municipal Reform Movement. Another batch of progres- 
sives concentrated on rationalizing and cleaning up city governments. 
The party machines that had taken hold in most large cities not only 
were exacting tribute in the form of payoffs and graft but were failing 
to deliver municipal services with anything approaching acceptable 
efficiency. The spectacular growth of many eastern and midwestern 
cities had created enormous problems in meeting needs for new 
schools, protection against crime and fire, public transportation, 
water, sewage disposal, and other public services. When city gov- 
ernments did badly at coping with these problems, it was natural to 
blame a political system that filled government jobs with party work- 
ers and that demanded campaign contributions or outright bribes as 
conditions for obtaining city contracts. 

Business executives and middle-class citizens, most of whom still 
lived inside city limits, felt united with the moral reformers by prac- 
tical need. “The professional politician must be ousted,” said a reform 
leader in Des Moines in 1906, ‘‘and in his place capable businessmen 
chosen to conduct the affairs of the city.” The reform drive in Los 
Angeles, said one of its organizers, was “unquestionably a movement 
on behalf of the businessman, the taxpayer, and decent government.” 
In the middle-to-late 1890s and the first years of the new century, 
reform administrations took over city halls in New York, Jersey City, 
Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and Toledo, among other municipal- 
ies.° 

The municipal reform movement gave new currency to the view 
that most problems of government are technical problems of admin- 
istration. Politics should not be a battle over spoils, or a struggle 
between groups defined by religion or ethnicity or class or memories 
of ancient wars, but a means for gaining public support for scien- 
tifically constructed systems of taxation, management of services, 
and budget control. To help formulate scientific solutions to gov- 
ernmental problems, city reformers and their business allies set up 
privately financed municipal research agencies in many large cities. 
The first of these was the Bureau of Municipal Research of New 
York City, launched in 1906 with funds largely supplied by Andrew 
Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller.’ 

Reformers decided that the political parties, Republican as well as 
Democratic, were standing in the way of the application of scientific 
administrative techniques to city problems. Municipal reformers of 
the Progressive Era liked to say there was “no Republican or Dem- 
ocratic way to clean the streets.” As a practical matter, reformers 
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found that loyalty to national parties was an obstacle to their getting 
control of city governments. If voters stuck to their national parties 
in city elections, forces supporting reform in both parties were likely 
to be divided and defeated by the locally dominant party machine.® 

In 1909 municipal reformers in Boston, allied with Republicans 
in the Massachusetts legislature, made Boston one of the first major 
cities to adopt nonpartisan city government. This example was soon 
followed by other cities, particularly in the West and South. By 1929, 
26 of the nation’s 36 largest cities held nonpartisan elections for local 
offices.? 

City reformers were bound to be drawn eventually into conflict 
with state machines, Republican or (in states like New Jersey and 
Indiana) Democratic. If reform was needed at the municipal level, 
why should not its principles be applied to state government as well? 
Cities, moreover, were dependent on the states for much of their 
income and were subject to extensive state regulation. Reform may- 
ors raised their sights to state capitals. In Michigan, Hazen S. Pingree, 
reform mayor of Detroit, a Republican, took on the Republican state 
machine led by Senator James McMilland and in 1896 was elected 
governor. In Ohio, Tom Johnson, mayor of Cleveland, a Democrat, 
who attacked not only machine politics but business corruption, ran 
for governor in 1902 but lost to his conservative Republican oppo- 
nent. 


Trust-busting. A new kind of ‘‘muckraking” journalism, com- 
missioned by recently launched mass-circulation magazines, helped 
stir up anger against the business trusts and their corrupting effects 
on government. Series of articles by Ida Tarbell on the formation of 
Standard Oil, Lincoln Steffens on collusion between corporations 
and corrupt politicians, and Upton Sinclair on ruthless practices in 
the meat-packing industry, among others, aroused public indignation 
and demand for reform. 

After Bryan’s defeat in 1896, the fight against the trusts was mainly 
championed by progressive Republican governors at the state level, 
including Robert LaFollette in Wisconsin, Albert Cummins in Iowa, 
and Hiram Johnson in California. Opposition to big business had a 
regional aspect, expressing resistance of the western “periphery” 
against the eastern “metropole,” in the terminology of W. D. Burn- 
ham and Paul Kleppner. But it also was taken up by some politicians 
in the Northeast and eventually attracted the paitia support of Theo- 
dore Roosevelt. 
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The populists also had attacked big business. But they had con- 
centrated on providing more economic leverage for small farmers 
and other members of the “toiling masses” in the marketplace. The 
progressive Republicans emphasized the threat to democratic insti- 
tutions posed by unchecked business power. In 1897 the Wisconsin 
Progressive Republicans, led by LaFollette, issued a platform of 
eleven planks, eight of which were primarily political or govern- 
mental, including promises to “nominate candidates by Australian 
ballot at a primary election”; to “enact and enforce laws to punish 
bribery in every form by the lobby”; to “prohibit the acceptance by 
public officials of railroad passes” (a standard means through which 
the railroads won favor with state legislators); and to “enact and 
enforce laws making character and competency the requisite for ser- 
vice in our penal and charitable institutions.” Of the three planks 
that were primarily economic, two dealt with foreign trade, calling, 
ambiguously, for both “reciprocity” and “protection for the products 
of the factory and the farm”; the third forthrightly endorsed con- 
servative Republican monetary policy: “Sound money, a dollar’s 
worth of dollar.’’!° 

Progressives at the state level fought against patronage-based state 
machines, whose coffers were filled by unreported contributions 
from corporations. Like the municipal reformers, many of the state 
progressives came to feel that organized parties were impediments 
to democratic government. 

The anti-party measures instituted by Hiram Johnson in California 
to help break the power of the Southern Pacific Railroad epitomized 
the remedies to which many state progressives were drawn. In the 
early years of the twentieth century the Southern Pacific controlled 
both California party organizations and “‘secretly fostered new fac- 
tions to keep the old ones in check.”’ The railroad’s money, according 
to’ Abe Rueff, Republican boss of San Francisco, “was the power 
behind almost every political throne and behind almost every in- 
surgent revolt.” The Southern Pacific’s Political Bureau maintained 
“a railroad political manager in every county in the state. This man- 
ager might be a Republican boss in a Republican county, or a Dem- 
ocratic boss in a Democratic county; in important or doubtful 
counties he was merely the railroad boss, with whom both Repub- 
lican and Democratic bosses had to deal.” The state was usually 
competitive in national elections, but in Sacramento, the state capital, 
the Southern Pacific was king." 

In 1910, Hiram Johnson (whose father was a Republican state 
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legislator and a stalwart defender of the railroad) entered the Re- 
publican primary for governor. Running on the slogan “Kick the 
Southern Pacific out of politics,” he won a sweeping victory. Johnson 
received some support in the primary from urban liberals in the San 
Francisco Bay area, but his strongest backing came from socially 
conservative middle-class Protestants in southern California, partic- 
ularly Los Angeles and Orange counties, apparently attracted in part 
by his identification with puritanical moral reform. In the general 
election, Johnson again swept the south but was closely contested 
by his Democratic opponent in the north. !? 

As governor, Johnson persuaded the legislature to establish a public 
utility commission which subjected the Southern Pacific and other 
railroads to fairly strict regulation. Johnson’s main legislative effort, 
however, was devoted to enacting a far-reaching program of electoral 
and party reform, including the introduction of the referendum, 
initiative, and recall, which he claimed would assure popular control 
of government. The parties were reduced to little more than shells. 
Johnson also secured passage of a cross-filing law, which permitted 
candidates for state and congressional offices to enter primaries of 
both parties without naming their own party on the ballot. The 
cross-filing law not only helped wreck California parties but con- 
tributed to the development of an almost totally candidate-oriented 
brand of state electoral politics. 


The “New Nationalism.’? America’s quick victory in the 
Spanish-American War of 1898 produced a wave of enthusiastic 
support for an expanded role for the United States in world affairs. 
Theodore Roosevelt, who had been assistant secretary of the navy 
when the war began, and others drew on the expansionist doctrines 
of Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, who called for an enlarged navy 
and the acquisition of bases and colonies all over the globe, partic- 
ularly in Latin America and on the Pacific rim. ‘God has not been 
preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for a thousand 
years for nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation and self-ad- 
miration,’’ Republican Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana de- 
claimed in 1900. “No! He has made us the master organizers of the 
world to establish system where chaos reigns... . And of all our 
race He has marked the American people as his chosen nation to 
finally lead in the regeneration of the world. This is the divine mission 
of America, and it holds for us all the profit, all the glory, all the 
happiness possible to man... .”’ 
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Aggressive pursuit of America’s national interest abroad was to 
be accompanied by rededication to “national purpose” at home. “The 
promise of American life,” Herbert Croly wrote in 1909, “is to be 
fulfilled not merely by a maximum amount of economic freedom 
but by a certain measure of discipline; not merely by the abundant 
satisfaction of individual desires but by a large measure of individual 
subordination and self-denial.” American capitalism was to be 
brought more into the service of national destiny. “The true friend 
of property, the true conservative,” Roosevelt said in a widely ac- 
claimed speech he called “The New Nationalism” in 1910, “is he 
who insists that the creature of man’s making shall be the servant 
and not the master of the man who made it. The citizens of the 
United States must effectively control the mighty commercial forces 
which they themselves have called into being.” 

Many businessmen were alarmed by the degree of government 
regulation of the economy that Roosevelt’s program seemed to en- 
vision. But some leaders of the business community, as Gabriel Kolko 
and other historians have shown, welcomed the new nationalism, in 
both its international and domestic aspects, with open arms. The 
Republican ideology had never required complete nonintervention 
by government in the economy. The protective tariff, which most 
Republicans supported, was after all a massive intrusion by govern- 
ment into the “‘natural’”’ operation of the market. And Republicans 
carried on the Hamiltonian and Whig traditions, calling for federally 
financed internal improvements to promote economic growth. 

By the first decade of the twentieth century some American busi- 
nessmen with broad horizons, particularly among Wall Street fi- 
nanciers, had concluded that unrestrained competition was 
undercutting maximization of profits. Private efforts to control com- 
petition were coming unstuck, and in any case such efforts might 
now be subject to prosecution under the Sherman Anti-trust Act, 
which had been enacted in 1890. The financial panics of 1903 and 
1907 persuaded growing numbers of businessmen that the federal 
government should take a hand in stabilizing and rationalizing mar- 
kets. Observing the effects of cutthroat price competition in the steel 
industry, Andrew Carnegie commented in 1908: “It always comes 
back to me that Government control, and that alone, will properly 
solve the problem.” Carnegie was in many ways an exceptional 
businessman, and his view cannot be taken as representative. But his 
opinion was echoed by so hardbitten an entrepreneur as Judge Elbert 
Gary, chief executive of U.S. Steel, who in 1911 told a congressional 
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committee: “I believe we must come to enforced publicity and gov- 
ernmiental' control; > «even:as-to»prices;’’'5 

Gabriel Kolko has identified George Perkins, partner in the Mor- 
gan bank and close adviser to Roosevelt, as the principal pointman 
in bringing a portion of the business elite into the progressive move- 
ment. “Federal regulation is feasible,” Perkins told an audience of 
businessmen in 1909, ‘“‘and if we unite and work for it now we may 
be able to secure it; whereas, if we continue our fight against it much 
longer, the incoming tide may sweep the question along to either 
government ownership or socialism.’ 

The sources feeding progressivism pursued differing, in some 
cases incompatible, social goals. But they had in common certain 
assumptions and themes: government should play an active role in 
promoting the public good; political life is best seen as a moral 
struggle between good and evil; public confidence requires honest 
elections and effective government; the existing party system is a 
major barrier to political reform; and government should serve the 
public interest rather than advancing particular interests to the ex- 
clusion of others or acting chiefly as broker between competing spe- 
cial interests. All these themes came together in the pronouncements 
and personality of the charismatic leader who became the progressive 
movement’s virtual embodiment: Theodore Roosevelt. 


THE ROOSEVELT FACTOR 


Through most of his career, except during his third-party campaign 
for the presidency in 1912, Roosevelt described himself as a “‘con- 
servative.”’ Looking back in 1916 on his leadership of the progressive 
movement, he claimed that his approach had represented “not wild 
radicalism . . . [but] the highest and wisest form of conservatism. ” 

Roosevelt was drawn to politics as a young man in the early 1880s 
by ambition and an itch for public service—and perhaps by a desire 
to settle scores with machine bosses like Tom Platt whom he held 
responsible for his father’s humiliation in the fight over the New 
York collectorship in 1877. He began attending meetings of his local 
Republican organization in midtown Manhattan, which he found 
manned by “cheap lawyers, saloon keepers, and horsecar conduc- 
tors. . . .”’ Asked by friends in the social elite why he was associating 
with such dreadful people, he replied ‘‘that the people I knew did 
not belong to the governing class, and that the other people did— 
and that I intended to be one ofthe governing class; and if they proved 


194 THE REPUBLICAN ERA 


too hard-bit for me I supposed I would have to quit, but that I 
certainly would not quit until I had made the effort and found out 
whether I really was too weak to hold my own in the rough and 
tumble.’’"® 

Though a reformer from the start, Roosevelt resolved to operate 
within the structure of the Republican party. His fellow delegates to 
his first Republican national convention, in 1884, he observed, in- 
cluded ‘‘some scoundrels, but for the most part good, ordinary men, 
who do not do very much thinking, who are pretty honest them- 
selves, but who are callous to any but very flagrant wrongdoing in 
others, unless it is brought home to them forcibly.” Under pressure 
to join the mugwumps who were deserting Blaine to vote for Cleve- 
land in 1884, he denounced the bolters as suffering “from a species 
of moral myopia, complicated by intellectual strabismus.” He took 
over leadership of the municipal reform movement in New York but 
had nothing but scorn for “‘ultra independents” who refused to work 
within the limits set by political reality. ““The Goo-Goo and Mug- 
wump idiots,” he said, “are quite as potent forces for evil as the 
most corrupt politicians.” In his dislike for economic and social 
radicals he at times exhibited an almost Tory sensibility: he once 
declined to be introduced to the radical Governor John Altgeld of 
Illinois because he thought he might some day have to “meet him 
at the head of troops.’’!” 

Returning from the Spanish-American War in the fall of 1898 a 
highly publicized hero, Roosevelt, obeying his sense of what was 
practical, went to Tom Platt’s “Sunday School’’—the sessions the 
boss held in New York’s Fifth Avenue Hotel to confer party en- 
dorsements and other political favors. Following his own sense of 
what was practical, Platt backed Roosevelt for the governorship. This 
alliance of convenience proved unhappy. Before becoming governor, 
Roosevelt had viewed reform as a matter of throwing out corrupt 
politicians and installing leaders motivated by dedication to public 
service. “We were still accustomed,” he later recalled, “‘to talking of 
the ‘machine’ as if it were something merely political, with which 
business had nothing to do.” But experience in Albany convinced 
him that support from big business was “the most important ele- 
ment” in Platt’s “strength.” Roosevelt concluded that the political 
system was permeated by the influence of irresponsible corporate 
wealth. He set out to break the power that the alliance of big business 
and machine politicians exercised over the state legislature. Unlike 
LaFollette and Hiram Johnson, however, he sought not to dismantle 
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the parties but to make the Republican party the instrument of re- 
form” 

Platt dealt with the problem by proposing that the Republicans 
nominate Roosevelt for Vice President in 1900. Mark Hanna, elected 
to the Senate from Ohio in 1897, was appalled. Roosevelt, he be- 
lieved, respresented forces within the Republican party that threat- 
ened to negate the victory won at such cost in 1896. But McKinley, 
to Hanna’s dismay, would do nothing to block the move, and Platt, 
with help from Quay, secured Roosevelt’s nomination. “Don’t any 
of you realize,” Hanna asked, “‘that there’s only one life between 
that madman and the presidency?! 

Roosevelt proved a zestful campaigner, as McKinley had expected, 
stumping the country with energy and eloquence that matched 
Bryan’s. The Republican ticket won an easy victory in November. 
In less than a year McKinley was dead. Hanna, sunk in grief over 
the loss of his friend, shuddered at the thought of “that cowboy” in 
the White House. 

As President, Roosevelt worked closely with the Republican lead- 
ership in Congress to achieve passage of a moderate economic reform 
program. He never gave up his dislike for Platt and his relations with 
Hanna remained cool. But he got on well with Quay, whom he 
privately described as “worth a hundred men like Miller of the New 
York Times, [or] Villard and Ogden of the Evening Post [journalists 
whom Roosevelt placed among the ‘goo-gooes’].’’” 

After Hanna’s death in 1904, leadership of the business-oriented 
Republicans in Congress passed to Senate Majority Leader Nelson 
Aldrich of Rhode Island and House Speaker Joseph Cannon of Illi- 
nois. During Roosevelt’s second term, the congressional Old Guard, 
as it came to be called, was increasingly challenged by progressive 
Republicans like LaFollette of Wisconsin, elected to the Senate in 
1905, and George Norris of Nebraska, elected to the House in 1902. 
Though Roosevelt looked on the progressives as part of his natural 
constituency, he took pains to remain on good terms with the con- 
servative leadership. When LaFollette urged him to hold out for a 
tougher act regulating railroads in 1906, Roosevelt objected, “But 
you can’t get any such bill as that through Congress.” LaFollette 
replied, “That is not the first consideration, Mr. President.” Roo- 
sevelt was adamant: “I want to get something through.” His reward 
was the Hepburn Act, which gave the Interstate Commerce Com- 
mission limited but effective powers to protect consumers.” 

Roosevelt made clear to leaders of the business community that, 
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while he aimed to eliminate what he regarded as abuses in the eco- 
nomic system, he did not plan to attempt fundamental change of the 
system itself. Elihu Root, grand vizier of New York’s legal estab- 
lishment and Roosevelt’s secretary of state after 1905, told friends 
on Wall Street, “I say to you that [Roosevelt] has been . . . the great- 
est conservative force for protection of property and our institutions 
in the city of Washington.” When the panic of 1907 struck, Roosevelt, 
following George Perkins’ advice, agreed, as a gesture to restore 
business confidence, to allow J. P. Morgan to consummate the ac- 
quisition by U.S. Steel of Tennessee Coal and Iron, the major steel 
producer of the South. 

Deciding not to run for reelection in 1908, Roosevelt engineered 
the nomination and election of his secretary of war and close personal 
friend, William Howard Taft of Ohio. Taft, from a well-established 
family in Cincinnati (his father had been Grant’s Attorney General), 
had strong school and family ties to New England and was at least 
as thoroughly imbued as Roosevelt with the Federalist creed of public 
service. He had thoroughly approved Roosevelt’s program of eco- 
nomic and political reform, and he gave every indication of intending 
to carry it on. As has often been noted, Taft’s Department of Justice 
actually brought more antitrust actions than Roosevelt’s had—even 
to the extent of questioning the propriety of Roosevelt’s approval of 
U.S. Steel’s acquisition of Tennessee Coal and Iron. Taft, however, 
drew closer to the Old Guard leaders, Aldrich and Cannon, than 
Roosevelt had been perceived to be—following, he thought, Roo- 
sevelt’s counsel that to be effective a President must have the support 
of his party in Congress. 

Aldrich and Cannon represented the almost completely negative 
and pessimistic brand of conservatism that had grown stronger on 
one side of the Republican party while progressivism was advancing 
on the other. The Old Guard’s dour humor was exemplified by 
Cannon’s lament to Taft, as they rode one day down Pennsylvania 
Avenue in the back seat of the White House’s first open motor car, 
that he was “damned tired of this everlasting yielding to popular 
outcry against wealth” and “‘that unless we put a check toit . . . there 
is no telling where it will lead.” Taft, wrote his military aide, Archie 
Butt, after a presidential trip to the Midwest, “‘simply hates Speaker 
Cannon and expresses his contempt for him whenever he can do so, 
yet he openly flattered him on the trip down the Mississippi, was 
photographed with his arms around his neck, and appeared to endorse 
him whenever they spoke together.” Toward Aldrich, a fellow pa- 
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trician, Taft felt genuine respect. But, as Archie Butt wrote to his 
sister: “Whether Senator Aldrich is a horse thief or not, the entire 
West and South so regard him, and to the former section, especially, 
he is regarded as the one man who is at enmity with their interests.” 

Progressive strength among congressional Republicans continued 
to grow. LaFollette, Beveridge, and Albert Cummins, elected to the 
Senate from Iowa in 1908, regularly picked fights with Aldrich. In 
March 1910, George Norris led almost forty House Republicans to 
join the Democratic minority in a successful revolt against Cannon 
(and “Cannonism’’). The insurgent coalition changed the House 
rules, drastically reducing the powers of the Speaker. Cannon offered 
to resign, but the majority voted to keep him on in his weakened 
office.** 

Taft backed Aldrich in an effort to purge incumbent progressives 
in the Senate. In the 1910 Republican primaries, progressive forces 
won victories in Indiana, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Idaho, California, 
Washington, and New Hampshire. In November, the Democrats, 
profiting from Republican division and a moderate downturn in the 
economy, made sweeping gains in House races; with 56 added seats, 
they were able to form the majority for the first time since 1894. In 
the Senate, the Republicans retained control but with a greatly re- 
duced majority. 

Roosevelt, moved by some combination of animal restlessness, 
disapproval of the kind of conservatism represented by Aldrich and 
Cannon (whom he had begun referring to as “the enemy”), and 
disappointment with Taft’s performance, openly criticized the 
administration. As the 1912 presidential election approached, Roo- 
sevelt showed clear signs of wishing to return to the White House. 
The new device of primaries to elect national convention delegates, 
adopted in 15 states by 1912, gave him the means for tapping his 
continuing popularity among the public. But first he had to dispose 
of LaFollette.”’ 


BULL MOOSE PROGRESSIVES 


In 1874 Robert LaFollette, then a young student at the University of 
Wisconsin in Madison, had listened to a talk by Chief Justice Edward 
Ryan of the Wisconsin Supreme Court. “A new and dark power” 
the Chief Justice warned, was “looming up” in American life. “Vast 
corporate combinations of unexampled capital”? were “‘boldly march- 
ing, not for economic conquests only, but fer political power... . 
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The question will arise, and arise in your day, though perhaps not 
fully in mine, ‘Which shall rule—wealth or man; which shall lead— 
money or intellect; who shall fill public stations—educated or pa- 
triotic free men, or feudal serfs of corporate capital?’ ° Young 
LaFollette took the message to heart and resolved to place himself 
on the side of “intellect”? and political leadership by “‘educated or 
patriotic free men” (a constituency substantially different from that 
to which Bryan appealed).* 

A few years later, LaFollette ran successfully for district attorney 
in Dane County, which includes Madison. Apparently without hes- 
itation, he identified himself with the Republican party, which he 
regarded as “one of the most powerful and unified party organiza- 
tions that ever existed, I suppose, anywhere in the world . . . the 
party of Lincoln and Grant and Sherman. . . .”’ His hero at the time 
was James Garfield, who he felt was “facing forward instead of 
backward.” But he soon was challenging the state Republican ma- 
chine led by Senator Philetus Sawyer, a wealthy timber baron who 
had made himself the political agent of the state’s railroad and lumber 
interests. *? 

After several failures, LaFollette in 1900 fought his way up through 
the old convention system to win control of the Wisconsin Repub- 
lican party. Elected governor of Wisconsin in 1900, and then elected 
to the United States Senate in 1905, he became the acknowledged 
leader of western progressives. 

In 1911 LaFollette formed the National Progressive Republican 
League and indicated his intention of seeking the Republican presi- 
dential nomination against Taft. Like the platform of the Wisconsin 
progressives in 1897, the platform of the National Progressive Re- 
publican League concentrated on political and governmental reforms: 
direct election of United States senators; direct primaries for the 
nomination of all elective officials; adoption at the state level of in- 
itiative, referendum, and recall; and enactment of a “thoroughgoing 
corrupt practices act.’’*° 

Roosevelt at first presented himself as a centrist on the Republican 
spectrum, positioned between the passivity of Taft and the supposed 
radicalism of LaFollette. In a speech before Kansas Republicans, Roo- 
sevelt lambasted men “who make promises before elections that they 
do not intend to keep” (clearly meaning Taft) and men “‘whose eyes 
are a little too wild to make it safe to trust them” (LaFollette. )*! 

Feeling leadership of the progressive movement slipping away 
from him, LaFollette became vituperative on the stump. In a long, 
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rambling speech before the Periodical Publishers Association in Phil- 
adelphia in February 1912, LaFollette self-destructed. “He kept re- 
peating himself, endlessly and angrily, until the hour grew late and 
restless diners left the banquet hall or cried, without pity ‘Sit down!’ 
while the flow of words went on.” Roosevelt’s people put out word 
that the Senator from Wisconsin had suffered a nervous breakdown. 
LaFollette sank into a miasma of bitterness from which he never fully 
recovered.” 

In a speech in Cleveland late in February, Roosevelt dramatically 
declared: “My hat is in the ring.” In the primaries that followed, he 
won 236 delegates to 41 for LaFollette (mostly from Wisconsin) and 
only 34 for Taft. But only about 20 percent of the convention del- 
egates were chosen through primaries. 

During the course of the primary campaign, Roosevelt came out 
for the one genuinely radical cause he embraced in the course of his 
career: recall of judicial decisions. “When a judge decides a consti- 
tutional question,” he said in a speech in Columbus, “when he de- 
cides what the people as a whole can or can not do, the people should 
have the right to recall the decision if they think it is wrong.” A 
judge, Roosevelt declared, ‘is as much a servant of the people as any 
other official.” Speaking with Rousseauian disdain for established 
norms, he averred that “legalistic justice is a dead thing.” 

Root, Lodge, and Stimson immediately turned against Roosevelt 
on the judicial recall issue. So did his son-in-law, Nicholas Long- 
worth, Republican congressman from Ohio, husband of the famous 
Alice. But militant advocates of participatory democracy were 
thrilled by Roosevelt’s stand. It is of course possible that Roosevelt, 
in the course of his ruminations on government, had concluded that 
recalling judicial decisions would serve progressive values. But it 
seems fair to speculate that he was also opportunistically anxious to 
nail down support from Social Gospellers and Progressive Leaguers 
who might otherwise have backed LaFollette. 

The Republican national convention gathered amidst great excite- 
ment in Chicago in the middle of June. Root, in the chair, gaveled 
through approval of Taft delegates for all disputed seats. Each side 
charged the other with bribery and theft. Roosevelt supporters con- 
trolled delegations, mostly elected through primaries, from Penn- 
sylvania, Illinois, California, New Jersey, Minnesota—and even 
Ohio. Among the larger states, only New York, where the machine 
had delivered against its old nemesis, was solidly for Taft. On key 
procedural votes, the Taft forces had a majority of about 50 in a total 
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of more than 1,000 delegates. More than one-third of Taft’s delegates 
came from southern states that were sure to vote Democratic in 
November. If the small body of delegates pledged to LaFollette had 
supported the Roosevelt forces on procedural votes, enough Roo- 
sevelt delegates probably would have been seated to form a majority. 
LaFollette refused 

When it became apparent that Taft would be renominated, many 
Roosevelt delegates left the convention hall and reassembled at two 
o’clock in the morning in the Congressional Hotel. Hiram Johnson 
jumped up on a table and announced that a new Progressive party 
would be formed the next day. Roosevelt hesitated. Was he really 
prepared to lead a bolt that might destroy the Republican party he 
had served and led for so long? If he was, could he command the 
resources that would enable him to wage a serious campaign? George 
Perkins and Frank Munsey, one of the great press lords of the day, 
joined Roosevelt in his hotel room and gave their assurance: ‘‘Colo- 
nel, we will see you through.” (Later, some of Perkins’ associates in 
the Morgan bank objected to his role in Roosevelt’s campaign. Per- 
kins replied: “Much that I am advocating would be decidedly to 
every corporation’s advantage in a perfectly proper way... . I 
[therefore] can see no harm and much possible good in what I am 
doing.’’) Roosevelt announced his willingness to lead the Progressive 
cuse” 

The new party’s national convention met early in August, also in 
Chicago. It was, as one historian has observed, “less a convention 
than a revival.” Veterans of scores of insurgent campaigns, dating 
back to the 1890s, converged on the convention hall. Delegates 
marched through the aisles singing hymns and wildly cheering every 
mention of Roosevelts name. Their leader declared that he entered 
the campaign feeling “strong as a bull moose’’—giving the Pro- 
gressives their nickname, the Bull Moose party. Hiram Johnson was 
nominated for Vice President.” 

The Progressive platform included planks calling for women’s 
suffrage, direct election of United States senators, ratification of a 
constitutional amendment permitting a federal income tax, prohi- 
bition of child labor, a minimum wage for working women, and 
recall of judicial decisions. Jane Addams, the pioneer social worker 
and founder of Chicago’s Hull House, said the platform’s social 
welfare planks contained “‘all I have been fighting for for a decade.” 
The plank on “Commercial Development,” dictated by Perkins, 
pledged “‘strong national regulation of interstate commerce” but 
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went on to affirm: “The corporation is an essential part of modern 
business. The concentration of modern business, in some degree, is 
both inevitable and necessary for national and international business 
efficiency: 7 

Roosevelt’s acceptance speech was a scorching indictment of the 
existing party system. “Our fight,” he said, “is a fundamental fight 
against both of the old party machines, for both are under the do- 
minion of the plunder league of the professional politicians who are 
controlled and sustained by the great beneficiaries of privilege and 
reaction.” But the way to overcome “privilege and reaction” was 
through government regulation rather than through trust-busting. 
The Sherman Act, he proposed, should be revised to permit utili- 
zation of “those forms of industrial organization that are indispen- 
sable to the highest productivity and efficiency.” With the crowd 
roaring its approval, he proclaimed: “We stand at Armageddon, and 
we battle for the Lord!’ The speech was, Frank Munsey wrote, 
“splendidly progressive” but “at the same time, amply conservative 
and sound.’ 

The national campaign that followed was the climax and in some 
ways the conclusion of the Progressive Era. The division in the 
Republican party assured the election of the Democratic candidate, 
Woodrow Wilson, as President, and helped the Democrats achieve 
majorities in both houses of Congress. Wilson included some ideas 
borrowed from the progressives in his administration’s program and 
is himself identified by some historians as a progressive.” But he 
also represented newer forces at work in the polity and pointed 
toward the next era of social reform. 

The Progressive party lingered in a withered condition until 1916 
and then rejoined the Republicans. LaFollette finally ran for President 
in 1924 ona ticket he called Progressive, though it had little organized 
party support outside Wisconsin. He won 17 percent of the popular 
vote and the electoral votes of one state, Wisconsin. 


of TEN XX 


The Progressive Legacy, City 
Machines, and the Solid South 


THOUGH THE PROGRESSIVES failed to win the presidency in 1912 and 
swiftly declined as a political party thereafter, the cumulative effects 
of the reforms enacted during the Progressive Era tremendously 
altered the nature of American politics. The weakening of parties 
was a principal result of progressivism—setting in motion a process 
that is still underway. 

Yet some major political institutions that the progressives attacked 
came through the Progressive Era essentially unshaken. In the West, 
the progressives practically eradicated state and city machines based 
on patronage. But in most states of the Northeast and the lower 
Great Lakes region, the machines actually increased their efficiency 
and power. And in the South, the overwhelming dominance of the 
all-white Democratic party, based on the exclusion of blacks from 
participation in the political system, became even more secure. 


CHANGES IN THE RULES OF THE GAME 


Among the most consequential of the effects flowing from the Pro- 
gressive Era were major changes in the laws, and even the consti- 
tutional provisions, that set the rules of electoral politics. The first 
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big change in electoral rules began before the progressive movement 
really got started and probably helped lift it off the ground. The so- 
called Australian ballot—a method of election, named for the country 
of its origin, under which the state prints and makes available at the 
polling place ballots containing the names of all duly nominated 
candidates, to be cast in secret—received its first American use in 
Louisville, Kentucky, in 1880. Its use spread rapidly, and by 1892 
the Australian ballot was required by three-quarters of the states 
containing 72 percent of the people. Four years later, after its adoption 
by New York, the Australian ballot was used by nine-tenths of the 
states with 92 percent of the people. (Its use did not become universal 
until 1950, when it was finally adopted by South Carolina.)! 

Early in the nineteenth century voice voting—announcing one’s 
choice audibly at the polls—had been a common form of suffrage. 
This method gradually gave way to the use of paper ballots printed 
by the parties, with each party’s ballot containing only the names of 
its own candidates. Party workers distributed the ballots to voters 
they had reason to expect would support their party’s ticket. Op- 
portunities for vote-buying were obviously large. Even voters who 
did not sell their vote were under considerable pressure to vote a 
straight party line to stay in the good graces of the locally dominant 
party. The role of the party, not simply in the electoral process but 
in the actual business of casting a ballot, was crucial. A shift in public 
sentiment from one party to another was likely to have an effect 
right down through state and local offices. 

As with many such procedural changes, the introduction of the 
Australian ballot did not immediately produce major changes in be- 
havior. Party machines, where they existed, retained or even, for 
other reasons, increased their strength. Most voters continued to cast 
a straight party ticket. In New York straight party voting actually 
increased slightly during the first few years after adoption of the 
Australian ballot. But over time the effects of this new voting pro- 
cedure were immense. Political organizations that still bought votes 
made sure they got what they paid for through such devices as the 
“floating ballot”: they gave the voter a ballot already marked for the 
party slate and paid him only when he turned over the unmarked 
ballot he got at the polling place, ready for another round. But their 
hold over the great majority of voters was loosened. Voters might 
still vote a straight party ticket, but splitting a ticket eventually 
became more common.? 

In time, ticket-splitting became routine for many voters and 
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straight party voting became hardly respectable. Many states made 
it impossible to vote for the party slate by checking the party box 
on the ballot or by pulling a single lever. The party box was removed 
from the ballot and the voter was required to make a separate choice 
for each office up for election. (In 1988 only 20 states, mostly in the 
South and Midwest, still permitted voters to vote a straight ticket 
with one mark on the ballot or one pull of the lever.)° 

The spread.of nonpartisan elections for local offices further weak- 
ened the hold of parties on the voting process. Minnesota in 1913 
went further and established nonpartisan elections for the state leg- 
islature; Nebraska did the same in 1934. Minnesota returned to par- 
tisan elections for the legislature in 1973; but Nebraska maintains 
nonpartisan elections for the nation’s only unicameral legislature to 
the present day. 

The swift adoption of the Australian ballot was a symptom of 
deep public discontent with the political process in the closing years 
of the nineteenth century, and specifically with the role of parties. 
Other reforms quickly followed. The one that had the most critical 
effect on parties was the introduction of the direct party primary. 
As early as 1842 parties in Crawford County, Pennsylvania, a rural 
county in the state’s northwest corner, were selecting candidates for 
public office through secret balloting by party members. After the 
end of Reconstruction in the South, as real electoral choices increas- 
ingly were made inside the Democratic party, some states introduced 
primaries to give voters a chance to participate in the process (or 
more concretely to enable populists to consolidate their position after 
they got control of party machinery).‘ 

Robert LaFollette saw the primary as the real key to revitalizing 
the political system. “Under our form of government,” he wrote in 
1898, “the entire structure rests upon the nomination of candidates 
for office. . . . With the nominations of all candidates absolutely in 
control of the people . . . the public official who desires renomina- 
tion will not dare to seek it if he has served the machine and the 
lobby and betrayed the public trust.” Under LaFollette’s leadership, 
Wisconsin adopted the direct primary in 1903. Other states quickly 
followed. By 1912 a majority of the states had passed laws requiring 
primaries for nominations for at least some state offices. For the 
progressives, V. O. Key wrote, “the direct primary constituted a 
means by which an enlightened people might cut through the mesh 
of organized and privileged power and grasp control of government. 
They had a faith that the people, once equipped with the proper 
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weapons, would throw from office the rascals in possession of the 
city halls and state houses.’’> 

Some states, mainly those in the Northeast and Midwest with 
strong party organizations, adopted the “‘closed” primary under 
which voters can participate only in the primary of the party in which 
they are registered members. Other states, beginning with Wiscon- 
sin, established the “open” primary, under which voters can vote in 
either primary regardless of their party registration. The state of 
Washington in 1935 went further and introduced the “blanket” pri- 
mary (sometimes called the “jungle” primary), under which all vot- 
ers receive a ballot containing the names of all the nominees of all 
the parties and can vote for the candidates of one party for some 
offices and for the candidates of other parties for other offices. Alaska 
adopted the same practice when it became a state in 1959. Louisiana 
has gone even further, establishing a “nonpartisan” primary in which 
all candidates appear on the ballot without party designation. If no 
candidate wins a majority in the first round, there is a runoff between 
the candidates who finish first or second, even though they may both 
be of the same party. 

In 1905 Wisconsin authorized the first primary for the selection 
of delegates to a national party convention. (A delegation from Wis- 
consin led by LaFollette had been denied seating at the 1904 Repub- 
lican national convention.) In 1910 Oregon authorized the first 
presidential preferential primary, enabling voters to choose among 
candidates for a party’s presidential nomination. By 1912 15 states 
were holding some form of presidential primary—partly as a result 
of efforts by backers of LaFollette or Roosevelt who saw the primary 
as the best means for their candidate to win that year’s Republican 
nomination. By 1916 the number had risen to 26. After 1920 interest 
in presidential primaries waned for a time and eight states repealed 
their primary laws. But the device remained an electoral option— 
available when political pressures so dictated in the 1970s. 

‘The primary system,’’ Austin Ranney has written, “freed forces 
driving toward the disintegration of party organizations and facili- 
tated the construction of factions and cliques attached to the ambitions 
of individual leaders. David Truman agrees: ““The direct primary 
has been the most potent in a complex of forces pushing toward the 
disintegration of the party.’” 

There can be no doubt that the direct primary, over time, deeply 
eroded the cohesion of parties. Though party organizations, partic- 
ularly in states with histories of strong party machines, were still 
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often able to control nominations for offices with relatively low 
visibility, such as the city council and the state legislature and even 
the federal state judiciary, they became increasingly vulnerable to 
challenge from insurgent or independent candidates for such high- 
visibility offices as mayor, governor, and United States senator. In 
some states, running against the party organization in the primary, 
and therefore being seen as “‘unbossed,’’ even came to be perceived 
as an advantage. 

Oddly, nomination for the most visible office of all, the presi- 
dency, for some time continued to be influenced substantially by state 
and city party organizations, which still played important roles at 
national conventions. But the explosion of presidential primaries in 
the 1970s, along with other factors, took care of that. 

One effect of the primary, even for lesser offices, Joseph Schles- 
inger has pointed out, was to strengthen the position of incumbent 
officeholders, with or without party organization endorsement. The 
incumbent, with opportunities to do favors directly for constituents 
and to get his name in the newspaper (and later his or her face on 
the television screen), could develop a personal following that ena- 
bled him, if necessary, to defeat a primary opponent put up by the 
organization. This could make him more “‘independent,”’ in the way 
that LaFollette intended, and the Founders would have applauded. 
But as campaign costs rose, officeholders without roots in a party 
organization often came to rely on direct contributions from “‘the 
lobby.” And officeholders unable to fall back on a strong party 
machine were open to intimidation by special-interest groups that 
could pour activists and resources into a primary.’ 

Loss of control over nominations greatly reduced the ability of 
the party organization—in some cases the “boss,” but often simply 
the inner core of regulars who took responsibility for keeping the 
party running—to maintain a degree of harmony between branches 
and levels of government. If the organization could not punish dis- 
sidents, its capacity to achieve party unity on a given issue became, 
at most, advisory. 


THE ATTACK ON PARTIES 


Party organizations were further weakened by the enactment in 1913 
of the Seventeenth Amendment, which provided for the direct elec- 
tion of federal senators, rather than election by state legislatures, as 
previously. Needing to attract mass support from the public, senators 
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and senatorial candidates were motivated to build personal organi- 
zations, sometimes related to state party organizations, but focused 
mainly on the interests of the individual officeholder or candidate. 

The Nineteenth Amendment, enacted in 1919, which gave women 
the right to vote, was chiefly propelled by the demand of women 
for political equality. But progressives also supported it with the 
argument that when women got the vote they would see to it that 
corrupt party machines would soon be demolished. 

The chief immediate effect of women’s suffrage was a sharp decline 
in electoral turnout as figured in percentage terms. Since women at 
first voted in smaller proportions than men, and since the size of the 
potential electorate had been approximately doubled, the percentage 
of turnout fell (though there were also other causes)—from 62 per- 
cent in the 1916 presidential election to 49 percent in 1920. The actual 
number of people voting, however, went up by more than 8 million, 
creating a great new reservoir of political power. 

The progressives in some states enacted other measures aimed at 
extending democracy. The device of referendum, authorized first by 
South Dakota in 1898, enabled voters to act directly on legislation 
placed on the ballot by the state legislature or through public petition. 
Initiative, introduced by Oregon in 1902, empowered voters to re- 
quire action on specific legislative items. And recall, introduced by 
Los Angeles in 1902 and at the state level by Oregon in 1908, per- 
mitted voters to depose elected officials in special elections before 
the end of their terms. These tools of direct democracy were most 
popular in the West, where the progressives were strongest, but 
varying mixes of them were adopted by more than two-thirds of 
the states. All three devices were instituted by California, Michigan, 
Colorado, Arizona, Idaho, Nevada, North Dakota, Oregon, and 
Washington (joined by Alaska in 1959). Their political effect in states 
where they were widely used, such as California, was to strengthen 
special-interest groups that could mobilize resources around a par- 
ticular issue and to undermine parties. 


LIMITING THE ELECTORATE 


Many of the progressive reforms of the electoral process were aimed 
at broadening democratic participation. But some were aimed at 
driving corruption out of the system, even if it meant some con- 
traction of democracy. 

Since early in the nineteenth century, reformers had thought of 
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requiring that lists of eligible voters be compiled some time before 
an election as a means for combating multiple voting and other forms 
of election fraud being practiced by party machines. Conservatives 
had recognized that voter registration would hold down the size of 
the electorate and would probably skew it toward the educated and 
well-to-do. Some Whigs in New York in the 1840s had called for 
voter registration, but the proposal was rejected by Seward, who 
argued that identifying the Whigs with such a measure would an- 
tagonize the poor and the foreign-born.® 

By the time of the Civil War 11 states had adopted some kind of 
pre-election voter enrollment. By 1880 the number had grown to 
28. Before 1890 most states that required registration had election 
officers compile the rolls of eligible voters. The individual voter had 
no responsibility in the process. Many states exempted rural counties 
from registration requirements, on the grounds that election fraud 
was not a problem outside the cities (a dubious supposition, as was 
shown by later prosecutions of vote fraud in rural counties, partic- 
ularly in the Border states and the South).? 

In the 1890s some states began to require that individual voters 
appear personally at the county courthouse or a municipal registration 
office to register before a cut-off date in advance of the election. 
Registration once accomplished generally did not have to be renewed. 
In the South registration became linked to the drive to disenfranchise 
black voters. Outside the South personal voter registration was re- 
quired in 1900 by about 30 percent of the counties, and enrollment 
by election officials was maintained by an additional 24 percent. 
Twenty years later these figures had risen to 45 percent requiring 
personal registration and an additional 22 percent with state-main- 
tained enrollment—a total of 67 percent of non-southern counties 
with some kind of voter registration. !° 

The progressives were genuinely outraged and alarmed by vote 
fraud—if for no other reason than that the machines were making 
effective use of fraud against them. Also, however, as Paul Kleppner 
has pointed out, many of the reformers were not displeased that 
stringent registration laws tended to discourage participation by vot- 
ers who had little education, were relatively recent immigrants, or 
might be disposed to sell their votes. The inclination of some pro- 
gressives to limit the electorate was motivated in part by the practical 
calculation that poor immigrants in the cities, usually controlled by 
the machines, were likely to vote against them. Also, however, many 
progressives shared the view of most of the Founders that republican 
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government would be unworkable without well-informed, inde- 
pendent voters who cast their ballots for what is best for the nation 
as a whole. Voters who lack awareness, public-spiritedness, or eco- 
nomic means, they believed, might better be kept out of the elec- 
torate. They dismissed the idea that a poor, uneducated individual 
with little command of English might have enough sense and drive 
to vote his own best interest. 

In some states, as Kleppner has shown, reformers with motives 
not much different from those of white southerners passed poll taxes 
and literacy requirements to limit voter eligibility. Massachusetts and 
Connecticut had required proof of literacy to vote since before the 
Civil War. They were joined between 1900 and 1926 by 11 other 
non-southern states, including New York. In that same period, seven 
non-southern states, including Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Michigan, 
lengthened their residency requirements for voting, in some cases to 
as much as one year. Between 1894 and 1920, 12 non-southern states, 
including Wisconsin, Nebraska, Michigan, and Minnesota, repealed 
laws that had given aliens the right to vote." 


REFORMING CAMPAIGN FINANCE 


One reform aimed at purifying the election process that did not 
involve limiting the electorate was the effort to curtail campaign 
spending by business. Exposures by the press in 1904 of Mark Han- 
na’s methods of assessing contributions for McKinley’s campaigns 
from corporations in 1896 and 1900, and of the huge sums being 
raised to support Roosevelt’s reelection, strengthened the demand 
for such reform. Charles Evans Hughes, elected governor of New 
York in 1906, intensified public indignation with an investigation 
revealing that major insurance companies subject to state regulation 
had for years been making large contributions to the state Republican 
party." 

Roosevelt, though himself the beneficiary of large contributions 
from business, proposed, and Congress in 1907 enacted, a law pro- 
hibiting campaign contributions by banks or corporations in elections 
for federal offices. (The prohibition was not extended to labor unions 
until 1944.) In 1910 Congress passed the first law requiring disclosure 
of campaign contributions in federal elections, and in 1911 placed 
limits on the amounts that could be spent by candidates for the Senate 
and the House, though not for President. About two-thirds of the 
states passed laws prohibiting corporations from making campaign 
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contributions. (Such contributions remain legal in California, Indi- 
ana, Georgia, Virginia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, and about 
a dozen smaller states.) 

The laws forbidding corporate spending in campaigns probably 
inhibited the flow of business money into politics somewhat, but 
they were easily evaded. Many corporations simply increased their 
executives’ salaries by amounts that it was understood would be used 
for political purposes. 

Among his proposals for campaign finance reform, Roosevelt rec- 
ommended that campaigns for federal office be subsidized by the 
federal government. Congress took no action. 


THE PRICE OF REFORM 


Many of the electoral reforms instituted by the progressives weak- 
ened political parties, as they were intended to. The progressives 
believed that parties by their very nature develop material interests 
and emotional fixations that distract both elected officials and voters 
from the real needs of society and government. 

The progressives were not wholly wrong. In the early years of 
the twentieth century, party organizations had in many instances 
become instruments of corruption. Even in the last decade of the 
century, at a time when parties have been substantially weakened, 
partisan interests sometimes complicate or delay solutions to gov- 
ernmental problems. 

What the progressives, like the Founders, overlooked was that 
democracy without strong parties, particularly when governmental 
authority is constitutionally divided, is likely to be short on means 
to pose significant policy choices to the voters, to coordinate gov- 
ernmental decision-making, or to implement ideological or policy 
shifts among the electorate. If there is no ready means to subordinate 
the particular interest of officeholders to some broader vision (or 
visions) of the public good, the result is likely to be institutional 
chaos, or political horse-trading even more cynical than that carried 
on by the old-time party machines. 


CITY MACHINES 


The Progressive Era derived much of its character from the fight for 
municipal reform. And yet, paradoxically, it was a time when the 
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city machine, defined as a party organization “that both distributes 
patronage to elicit support and is capable of reliably centralizing 
power with its organization,” began its fullest development. The 
Democratic machines in many eastern and midwestern cities were 
shaken by the McKinley avalanche in 1896, and many cities elected 
reform mayors for a term or two. In general, however, the reformers 
turned out to be, as George Washington Plunkitt, the sage of Tam- 
many Hall, put it, “morning glories” who “looked lovely in the 
mornin [but] withered up in a short time, while the regular machines 
went on flourishin’ forever, like fine old oaks.” 

From 1890 to 1910, about 75 percent of major American cities 
were governed most of the time by machines. These machines were 
more varied than legend suggests. Though “hegemonic” machines 
of the classic Tammany type, with a single city boss and tight central 
administration, included the machines in Baltimore, Kansas City, 
and San Francisco, they were relatively rare. More common were 
machines controlled by shifting coalitions of ward or aldermanic 
district leaders, such as those in Boston, Philadelphia, and, in this 
period, Chicago. Most city machines were Democratic, but some, 
including those in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and San Fran- 
cisco, were Republican. Many machines were anti-union, but some, 
like Tammany, collaborated with the emerging trade unions to sup- 
port liberal labor legislation in state legislatures and Congress." 

At the most primitive level, the machines simply bought votes 
with cash or alcohol—sometimes for multiple appearances at the 
polls. As they matured, their ward organizations became combina- 
tion welfare agencies, legal aid societies, and employment bureaus. 
Machines distributed turkeys to the poor at Christmas and saw to it 
that low-income families had a “ton of coal in the cellar” during the 
winter months. The ward party club became a focus of social life: 
“picnics, boat rides on the river or lake, and a ready purse at the 
mention of any charitable collection. . . .’’ 

Richard Croker, John Kelly’s successor as grand sachem of Tam- 
many Hall, proudly defended the machine’s public service role: 
“Think what New York is and what the people of New York are. 


One half, more than one half, are of foreign birth. . . . They do not 
speak our language, they do not know our laws, they are the raw 
material with which we have to build up the state. . . . There is no 


denying the service which Tammany has rendered to the Republic. 
There is no such organization for taking hold of the untrained, friend- 
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less man and converting him into a citizen. Who else would do it if 
we did not? . . . There is not a mugwump in the city who would 
shake hands with him.’’!® 

Tammany under Croker’s leadership, Martin Shefter has written, 
was ‘ʻa model for would-be city bosses . . . much as the France of 
Louis XIV was a ‘pattern-state’ for aspiring absolute monarchs in 
Europe during the seventeenth century.” Croker “got his political 
start as a bully to intimidate possible Republican voters and as a 
repeater, voting seventeen times in one election.” In 1874 “he was 
arrested for murdering one opponent at the polls,” but charges were 
dropped for insufficient evidence. Working his way up through the 
ranks, Croker became Kelly’s chief lieutenant and took over as leader 
when the old boss was incapacitated by illness in 1886. 

Croker further centralized and rationalized the machine’s fund- 
raising operations. Corporations, from which “legislators had [pre- 
viously] extorted money during the legislative session by threatening 
to pass bills that threatened their pecuniary interest,” were assured 
that “a single payment before the election” would guarantee protec- 
tion for their interests ‘‘while the legislature sat.” Croker “negotiated 
an arrangement with the liquor dealers’ associations” under which 
direct contributions to Tammany were substituted for payoffs to 
individual police officers. By controlling the distribution of political 
money, Croker was able to impose his will on elected city officials 
and so to “determine precisely which party loyalists” would be ap- 
pointed to public offices. With expanded resources, Tammany en- 
larged its army of political workers. Croker’s machine aimed to 
assign one worker to every I5 voters." 

Lincoln Steffens, the muckraking journalist, asked Croker, “Why 
must there be a boss, when we’ve got a mayor and a council?” The 
boss replied: “That’s why. : . It’s because there’a a mayor and a 
council and judges—a hundred other men to deal with. . . . A busi- 
ness man wants to do business with one man and one who is always 
there to remember to carry out the business.” Croker regarded him- 
self as a businessman whose business happened to be politics: “Like 
a business man in business, I work for my own pocket all the time.” 
(Retiring from politics in 1902, Croker bought an estate in Ireland 
and, like an earlier New York expatriate, James DeLancey, devoted 
himself to breeding thoroughbred racehorses.)'® 

The machines had admiring defenders, then and later, among both 
politicians and political commentators. George Washington Plunk- 
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itt’s celebrated memoir has become a favorite source of aphorisms 
expressing the social philosophy of the machine politician: “I seen 
my opportunities and I took ’em”’; “To learn real human nature you 
have to go among the people, see them and be seen”; “Most of the 
Anarchists in this city today are men who ran up against civil service 
examinations”; and “What’s the constitution among friends?’’? 

Plunkitt’s observations do indeed capture some of the flavor of 
machine politics around the turn of the century. But they smack a 
little of the vaudeville one-liner—are a bit too literary. (Plunkitt of 
Tammany Hall was put on paper by a journalist, William Riordan, 
who claimed he simply took down the politician’s words, delivered 
at his “‘office,’’ Graziano’s bootblack stand in the New York County 
Count House off Foley Square.) 

We get a better sense of the grit of city politics and a clearer insight 
into why the machines were so formidable from the remarks of 
Martin Lomasney, the “Mahatma,” Democratic leader of Boston’s 
Ward Eight, a power in Boston and Massachusetts politics for more 
than 30 years, though never boss of the whole city. “Don’t write 
when you can talk,” Lomasney advised, “don’t talk when you can 
nod your head.” He explained the public’s distrust of reformers: 
“One of the strongest of human cravings is to be left alone and the 
uplifter is never liked.” His view of democratic processes was not 
Jeffersonian: “Ballot boxes are never stuffed, unless it’s absolutely 
necessary.” His description of the function of the ward leader is the 
best moral justification for the machine ever made: “I think there’s 
got to be in every ward somebody that any bloke can come to—no 
matter what he’s done—and get help. Help, you understand; none 
of your law and your justice, but help.’’! 

Some activists and commentators among the reformers found 
qualities to respect in the machines. Jane Addams observed in 1902: 
“On the whole, the gifts [from the machine] are taken quite simply 
as an evidence of genuine loving kindness. The alderman is really 
elected because he is a good friend and neighbor.” Brand Whitlock, 
looking back on the struggle between reformers and machine poli- 
ticians in Chicago, concluded: “‘Perhaps Bathhouse John [Coughlin] 
and Hinky Dink [Kenna, bosses of Chicago’s notorious “tenderloin” 
district] were more nearly right after all than the cold and formal 
and precise gentlemen who denounced their records in the council. 
For they were human and the great problem is to make the govern- 
ment of a city human.”’ Young Walter Lippmann counseled reformers 
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in New York: “You can beat Tammany Hall permanently in only 
one way, by making the government of a city as human, as kindly, 
as jolly as Tammany Hall. ”?? 

Besides humanizing city government, the machines gave oppor- 
tunities for upward mobility to able and ambitious young non- 
Anglo-Saxons who were being systematically exluded from other 
career paths. As Oscar Handlin observed, the sign “Irish need not 
apply” did not hang over the door of the local political clubhouse. 
“The perspicacious boss could become the familiar of the banker and 
the traction magnate, be taken to lunch in a good club (though not 
made a member), an puff his chest in the company of the financially 
mighty.” ? 

It is easy, however, to exaggerate the virtues of the machines and 
to overlook the corrosive damage they did (and do) to public life. 
The machines corrupted electoral processes, protected criminals, 
practiced extortion on small shopowners and tradesmen, accepted 
bribes from landlords to permit violations of building codes, allowed 
shoddy construction in schools and other public buildings, usually 
(except in New York) starved public services to avoid conflict with 
corporations and the well-to-do, and planted some of the seeds of 
the moral rot that now, in the late twentieth century, threatens to 
consume entire cities. 


URBAN POPULISM 


City machines fought such governmental reforms as the introduction 
of civil service, restrictions on political fundraising, and the substi- 
tution of the direct primary for nominating by caucus or convention. 
After around 1900, however, some city machines began to support 
liberal social and economic legislation, particularly legislation af- 
fecting labor, sometimes in collaboration with Republican progres- 
sives. Bosses like Croker had taken little interest in state or national 
issues that did not directly affect the welfare of the machine. “What 
do I care who is President,” a machine sub-boss in Philadelphia asked 
Lincoln Steffens, “so long as I carry my ward?” But Charles F. 
Murphy, Croker’s successor as leader of Tammany, guided the ma- 
chine toward selective backing of social and economic liberalism. 
Murphy, said Alfred E. Smith, himself a product of Tammany, “took 
a keen interest in bills embodying social legislation.” Ed Flynn, a 
later New York boss who became a mainstay of the New Deal, 
recalled that Murphy “‘adjusted his thinking to a real belief that gov- 
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ernment might, through an expansion of its functions, serve the 
people in new and helpful ways.” State legislators chosen by Murphy 
worked for the enactment of health and safety regulations on New 
York industries. After Smith was elected governor in 1918, the ma- 
chine supported his legislative program, which expanded public 
health facilities, increased state aid to education, and provided more 
generous workmen’s compensation.”4 

In New Jersey, the Hudson County delegation in the state legis- 
lature, which was controlled by the Jersey City Democratic machine, 
played a leading part in 1911 in the enactment of a comprehensive 
workmen’s compensation law (cautiously supported by the newly 
elected Democratic governor, Woodrow Wilson). In Massachusetts, 
Martin Lomasney, as floor leader of the Democrats in the lower house 
of the legislature, led the fight in 1911 for a bill limiting the use of 
injunctions against strikers and requiring a jury trial for violators of 
court orders. In Ohio, legislators from Cleveland’s Democratic ma- 
chine took the lead in 1913 in the enactment of legislation providing 
state support for indigent mothers with dependent children and reg- 
ulating conditions of child labor.” 

Republican city machines, too, were sometimes socially liberal. 
The Rueff machine in San Francisco worked closely with local labor 
unions. In Philadelphia the Republican faction led by the Vare broth- 
ers promoted school reform and sought increased state aid for ed- 
ucation.*° 

Some machines began to express and work for a kind of urban 
populism, parallel to the agrarian populism of the People’s party and 
Bryan in its emphasis on improving the econmic lot of have—nots 
and have-littles; in its dislike, often amounting to hatred, for both 
the “money power” and “ivory tower” intellectuals; in its celebration 
of the tastes and judgment of the common man; in its fraternal spirit; 
and, too, in its tolerance of petty political corruption. Urban po- 
pulism differed from its agrarian counterpart, however, in its en- 
thusiastic acceptance of industrialization and its delight in big-city 
life; in its resistance to changes in the rules of the political game and 
its commitment to the existing party system; in its hostility to the 
moral legacy of puritanism; and, of course, in its role as defender 
of, rather than combatant against, the Catholic church and the im- 
migrant masses in the cities. 

Democratic city machines produced some effective political lead- 
ers, including Al Smith and Robert Wagner in New York, and David 
I. Walsh in Massachusetts, who helped promote emergence of lib- 
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eralism as the dominant force in the national Democratic party. At 
the 1912 Democratic national convention, several machine delega- 
tions (not including Tammany) played crucial roles in swinging the 
presidential nomination to Woodrow Wilson. 


THE SOLID SOUTH 


The other party bastion that was little touched by the Progressive 
Era was the Democratic “‘solid South.” From the end of Reconstruc- 
tion through the election of 1896, the states of the former Confed- 
eracy had been solidly Democratic in presidential elections, though 
the Republican party had continued to be a significant political force 
in several southern states and a visible presence in all. After 1896, 
the Republican party in the South, except in the mountain counties 
of eastern Tennessee, western North Carolina, and western Virginia, 
and a few hill counties in southern Texas, became little more than a 
repository for federal patronage when Republicans controlled the 
White House. 

The willingness of some southern populists in the 1890s to col- 
laborate with Republicans, even black Republicans, convinced leaders 
of the southern Democracy that as long as blacks could vote there 
was a possibility that a two-party system would emerge, giving 
blacks the balance of power. Southern state legislatures in the 1890s 
began enacting poll taxes and literacy tests for voting that effectively 
disenfranchised most blacks. In several states literacy tests were ac- 
companied by “grandfather clauses,” which provided the literacy 
test should not apply to voters whose grandfathers had been eligible 
voters and thus preserved suffrage for many illiterate poor whites. 
Table 10-1 gives the years in which these devices were first used. 

Voter turnout in the South, already declining, promptly plum- 
meted. In 1896 turnout had been $8 percent; by 1904 it had fallen to 
29 percent. It did not rise above ṣo percent again until after passage 
of the federal voting rights act in 1965.7 

The South became a virtual one-party preserve, with almost all 
elections decided in the Democratic primary, from which blacks were 
excluded. Louisiana, which had given Republican James Blaine 42 
percent of its vote for President in 1884, voted only 10 percent for 
Roosevelt in 1904; Georgia went from 34 percent for Blaine to 18 
percent for Roosevelt; South Carolina, 23 percent for Blaine to 5 
percent for Roosevelt; Mississippi, 36 percent for Blaine to 6 percent 
for Roosevelt. 
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Table 10-1 Federal Elections in Which Suffrage Limitations Were First 
Used in States of the Former Confederacy 


5 l l 
a 


Poll Tax Literacy Test 
Alabama 1902 1902* 
Arkansas 1894 — 
Florida 1890 —— 
Georgia 1802 1908* 
Louisiana 1898 1898* 
Mississippi 1890 1892 
North Carolina 1900 1902* 
South Carolina 1896 1896 
Tennessee 1890 oo 
Texas 1904 -— 
Virginia 1904 1902* 


*With grandfather clause. 

Source: Jerrold G. Rusk and John J. Stucker, “Effect of Southern Election Laws on Voting,” 
in Joel H. Silbey, Allan G. Bogue, and Wiliam H. Flanigan, eds., The History of American 
Electoral Behavior (Princeton U. Press, Princeton, NJ, 1978), p- 209. 


In several southern states, the Democratic line on the general elec- 
tion ballot was headed by the symbol of a rooster and the slogan, 
“Defend White Supremacy.” The “predominant consideration in the 
architecture of southern political institutions,” V. O. Key wrote, was 
“to assure locally a subordination of the Negro population and, ex- 
ternally, to block threatened interferences from the outside with these 
local arrangements.’’”8 

White populists discovered that the easiest way to gain and hold 
power was to be even more aggressive than the Bourbons in driving 
blacks out of the political system. In South Carolina, “Pitchfork Ben” 
Tillman in 1895 took the lead in altering the state constitution “with 
the avowed purpose of disfranchising the Negro.” In North Caro- 
lina, Charles Brantley Aycock, champion of increased state effort for 
education, campaigned successfully for governor in 1898 on a pledge 
to “remove the Negro from politics.” In Mississippi, James K. Var- 
daman, idol of hill-country “redneck” populists, was elected gov- 
ernor in 1902 on a platform promising “white supremacy” and 
restrictions on corporate wealth. In Georgia, Tom Watson completely 
reversed his prior position on race and in 1904 proposed “a change 
in our Constitution which will perpetuate white supremacy in Geor- 
gia.” Watson went on to become among the most virulent and vi- 
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tuperative of southern race-baiters, defending the need for periodic 
lynchings and shortly adding Catholics and Jews to his targets for 
defamation.” 

Within the Democratic party, politics in several southern states 
was structured by a struggle between populists and Bourbons, with 
populists often coming out on top. Only in Virginia—which Key 
in the 1940s described as “a political museum piece’’—did the old- 
line oligarchy of lawyers and country gentlemen retain firm control 
of the Democratic party and state government. The Virginia oligar- 
chy, Key wrote, was characterized by ‘‘a sense of honor, an aversion 
to open venality, a degree of sensitivity to public opinion, a concern 
for efficiency in administration, and, so long as it [did] not cost 
much, a feeling of social responsibility.” 

Elsewhere in the South, populists, or politicians who claimed to 
be populists, were often in power. In Georgia, Watson, though he 
held no elective office from 1892 until he was finally elected to the 
United States Senate in 1920, maintained “his hold on underprivi- 
leged white farmers” and “was able to exert powerful and sometimes 
decisive influence in state primaries until his death in 1922.” His role 
in provoking the nationally condemned lynching of Leo Frank, a 
Jewish mill operator accused of murdering one of his female em- 
ployees in 1915, apparently increased his popularity among state 
voters.” 

In Mississippi, J. K. Vardaman, a colorful demagogue who com- 
bined economic populism with race-baiting and vicious personal 
attacks on his opponents, was opposed for election to the Senate in 
1910 by LeRoy Percy, head of an upper-class planter family from the 
Mississippi delta. ‘“The undeclared issue,” wrote the patrician’s son, 
William Alexander Percy (cousin and foster father of the novelist, 
Walker Percy), was “the unanswerable charge against Father that he 
was a prosperous plantation-owner, a corporation lawyer, and un- 
mistakably a gentleman.” Despite these handicaps, Percy was nar- 
rowly victorious. Three years later in a rematch, Vardaman, 
supported by the even more demagogic Theodore Bilbo, ousted 
Percy from the Senate. “A man of honor,” the younger Percy wrote, 
“was hounded by men without honor—not unusual perhaps, but 
the man was my Father.’’*” 

In Texas, James E. Ferguson was elected governor in 1914 after a 
campaign that was populist at least in style. When Ferguson was 
impeached for taking a bribe from a brewery, he persuaded the voters 
to elect his wife, Miriam, in his place. “Pa”? and Ma” Ferguson 
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dominated Texas politics for a generation, drawing mainly on their 
ability to entertain and establish cultural solidarity with rural con- 
stituents.* 

In Louisiana, politics was complicated by the division between the 
Anglo-Protestant north and the French-Catholic south. Before the 
advent of Huey Long in the late 1920s, the New Orleans machine, 
similar to the machines in northern cities, normally dominated state 
politics by allying itself with enough of the courthouse gangs in both 
regions to carry Democratic primaries and control a majority in the 
state legislature. 

After winning office some populists actually increased and im- 
proved state services as they had promised. Georgia raised annual 
per capita expenditures for education, for example, from 89 cents in 
1900 to $3.13 in 1920; South Carolina in the same period from 67 
cents to $3.94; Louisiana from 82 cents to $6.32; North Carolina 
from $0 cents to $4.75. Even Vardaman in Mississippi and the Fer- 
gusons in Texas increased state spending for education—though Var- 
daman limited the raise to schools attended by whites because, he 
said, the effect of educating blacks was “to spoil a good field hand 
and make an insolent cook.” The rate of increase in state effort for 
services by southern states during this period was greater than in 
most northern industrial states: New York raised annual per capita 
expenditures for education from $4.60 in 1900 to $10.21 in 1920; 
Massachusetts from $4.93 to $10.62; even progressive California 
from $4.65 to $14.29. But the low tax base of the South still kept 
all southern states far below the national average in per Capita ex- 
penditures for services. 

After 1920 candidates using populist rhetoric still won elections, 
particularly in the deep South, but the rate of improvement in state 
services slowed. V. O. Key’s verdict on most southern populist 
politicians in this period, before the coming of Huey Long, seems 
just: “Sooner or later they sold out to the interests they attacked or 
became moderate with experience and success. They mouthed a hum- 
buggery to capture the loyalties of the gullible and ignorant. They 
had no sincerity in their promises. . . .” In many states, particularly 
Alabama, Louisiana, Arkansas, South Carolina, Texas, Mississippi, 
and Florida, politics degenerated into a competition between shifting 
coalitions of courthouse gangs and candidates who campaigned with 
hillbilly bands, pursuing little beyond patronage, opportunities to 
obtain graft, and personal ambition.* 

The close identification of the Democratic party in the South with 
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“white supremacy” made it difficult for northern Democrats to ap- 
peal to the gradually increasing constituency of northern blacks, some 
of whom were growing restless with the Republican loyalty that 
blacks had maintained since the Civil War. Most leaders of the na- 
tional Democratic party were more than willing to accept this hand- 
icap in return for almost solidly Democratic delegations from the 
South in Congress and for reliable support from the states of the 
former Confederacy in presidential elections. 


oF ELEVEN WX 


The President as Party Leader 
Woodrow Wilson 


Wooprow WILSON, more than Abraham Lincoln or Theodore Roo- 
sevelt, deserves credit (or blame) for creating the modern presidency. 
In Wilson’s hands, the presidency became the chief initiator and 
coordinator, as well as administrator, of both domestic and foreign 
policy in the federal government. When Wilson’s Democratic party 
lost control of both houses of Congress in the final two years of his 
second term, his continued insistence on claiming a dominant role 
for the presidency led to virtual governmental deadlock, with tragic 
results in the debate over the proposed entry of the United States 
into the League of Nations. But the strengthened presidency, within 
the executive branch as well as in relation to Congress, remained his 
most important legacy. 

The President’s party had an important part to play in Wilson’s 
conception of effective national government. He was, however, 
deeply dissatisfied with the American party institution as it had 
evolved during the nineteenth century. 

As a young political scientist—one of the founders of the discipline 
in the United States—Wilson in the 1880s had extolled the British 
party system, under which he believed the parties represented com- 
peting principles of government. The American parties, in contrast, 
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he charged, paid lip service to ‘“‘worn out principles” and were “‘with- 
out definite policies.” In their present condition, he said, they were 
“unmitigated nuisances.” The “two great parties” were “‘dying for 
want of unifying and vitalizing principles.” The key to renewal of 
the parties, Wilson argued, was the emergence of strong leaders 
dedicated to meaningful political principles. “Eight words contain 
the sum of the present degradation of our political parties: No leaders, 
no principles; no principles, no parties.’’’ 

What Wilson really had in mind for the parties, as James Ceaser 
has shown, was that they should serve as instruments of mobilization 
and communication for principled leaders. He had little use for pa- 
tronage-based party organizations of the kind that had developed in 
the United States. Such parties, he believed, stood between the voters 
and their natural leaders. “Among a free people,” he wrote, “there 
can be no other method of government than such as permits an 
undictated choice of leaders and a strong, unhampered making up 
of bodies of active men to give them active support.” Unlike the 
Founders, Wilson believed that parties can play a useful role in de- 
mocracy. But he was closer to the Founders than to Van Buren and 
the actual practice of nineteenth-century American parties in that he 
conceived of the party, in Ceaser’s explication, as “a temporary or- 
ganization—perhaps under a traditional party label—that is ‘owned’ 
by a particular leader and that exists to promote the leader’s interest.”’ 
Wilson thus formulated a view of party that many commentators 
now maintain has come close to actuality in the candidate-oriented 
Americn politics of the final decade of the twentieth century. ’ 


A SCHOLAR IN POLITICS 


Wilson grew up in the South during the Civil War and Reconstruc- 
tion, the son of a highly regarded Presbyterian minister who served 
churches in middle-sized communities in Virginia, Georgia, and 
South Carolina. Political attitudes among his father’s congregations 
were set by patrician planters and lawyers who venerated Jefferson 
but had no time for extremes of participatory democracy. 

Study of political philosophy and government at Princeton and at 
the new graduate school at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore (both schools 
with close ties to the South) attracted the young Wilson to nineteenth- 
century British liberalism. This creed, like the southern patrician 
tradition, valued personal and intellectual freedom but rejected sud- 
den social or political change. 
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Political attitudes acquired from such sources made Wilson feel 
entirely at home in the Democratic party of Samuel Tilden and 
Grover Cleveland. (He probably regarded the kind of conservatism 
represented by McKinley and Hanna as a bit vulgar.) The Democratic 
party of William Jennings Bryan was another matter. Though not 
politically active in the 1890s, he lamented the swing of the De- 
mocracy to Bryanism. Speaking to a group of Virginia expatriates 
in New York in 1904, he declared that the Democratic party should 
cut loose from “‘populists and radical theorists, contemptuous alike 
of principle and of experience.” The country, he said, needed “ʻa 
party of conservative reform acting in the spirit of law and ancient 
institutions,” but it “needs and will tolerate no party of discontent 
or radical experiment.” Earlier he had written with almost nativist 
disdain of the immigrant masses from which the Democratic city 
machines drew their strength. The countries of eastern and southern 
Europe, he complained, were “‘disburdening themselves of the more 
sordid and hapless elements of their populations.’’ 

Toward the end of Roosevelt’s second term conservative Demo- 
crats of the Cleveland stamp began speaking of Wilson, who had 
become president of Princeton in 1902, as a possible deliverer to 
rescue the party from the clutches of Bryanism. George Harvey, 
publisher of Harper’s Weekly, ran editorials proposing Wilson for the 
national presidency from 1906 onward. Wilson entered active politics 
in 1910 when Harvey persuaded former Senator Jim Smith, boss of 
the New Jersey Democratic state machine, to make him the Dem- 
ocratic candidate for governor. Wilson, who had been viewed as a 
conservative on economic matters, suddenly took up progressive 
proposals for the regulation of corporations. He also campaigned for 
elimination of the political “‘boss-system.”’ He attracted enough sup- 
port from progressive Republicans to win the governorship by a 
landslide. 

As governor, Wilson immediately broke with Smith and prevented 
his election to a new term in the Senate. He at first seemed to feel 
more comfortable working with moderate Republicans in the leg- 
islature than with the more labor-oriented Democrats, but eventually 
he went along with the program of labor reform sponsored by the 
Democrats. * 

During his brief tenure as governor Wilson became responsive to 
the new urban populism expressed by some of the labor unions and 
some products of the city machines. His sensitivity to the interests 
of working-class city dwellers was apparently sharpened by his sec- 
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retary, Joseph Tumulty, a youthful veteran of Jersey City politics, 
who argued that the concerns of urban voters “lay even more in 
social than political democracy.’ 


THE NEW FREEDOM 


From the time of his election as governor, Wilson, urged on by 
Tumulty and others (Harvey having been dropped), regarded himself 
as a prime candidate for the Democratic nomination for President in 
1912. He was therefore somewhat surprised when Speaker of the 
House Champ Clark of Missouri, a moderate populist, emerged as 
the early front runner for the nomination. Wilson’s hopes for a solid 
bloc of support from the South were thwarted when Tom Watson 
of Georgia and J. K. Vardaman of Mississippi, who had not forgiven 
Wilson his attacks on Bryanism, gave their backing to Representative 
Oscar Underwood of Alabama. With help from newspapers pub- 
lished by William Randolph Hearst and some local machines, Champ 
Clark decisively defeated Wilson in presidential primaries in Illinois, 
Massachusetts, and California. 

At the raucous Democratic national convention in Baltimore, 
Bryan, a delegate from Nebraska, caused a sensation by demanding 
that all presidential candidates renounce any connection with Wall 
Street financiers like J. P. Morgan and August Belmont. (Belmont 
was a member of the New York delegation.) Wilson met Bryan’s 
terms; Clark hedged. Clark led on the early ballots, with Wilson a 
distant second and Underwood third. On the tenth ballot, Tammany 
swung the New York delegation to Clark. This gave Clark a ma- 
jority, but still less than the required two-thirds. Wilson, aware that 
in every convention since 1844 candidates who passed the majority 
mark had gone on to win the nomination, telegraphed instructions 
to his floor managers, William McCombs and William Gibbs 
McAdoo, that his name should be withdrawn. McAdoo decided to 
ignore the telegram. As the balloting continued, Clark began to slip. 
On the 14th ballot, Bryan announced he could not support a can- 
didate affiliated with Wall Street and Tammany and delivered his vote 
to Wilson. What really put Wilson over, however, were switches to 
him on crucial ballots by the Indiana machine led by Thomas Taggart 
and the Chicago machine led by Roger Sullivan. On the 46th ballot, 
Wilson was nominated. Tammany stuck by Clark to the end.°® 

Early in the general election campaign Wilson made a great show 
of refusing to have his picture taken with Charles Murphy, leader 
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of Tammany Hall. He also went out of his way to snub Taggart and 
Sullivan. Meeting with McCombs, a professional politician who had 
signed on early with Wilson, and whom the candidate now grudg- 
ingly approved for selection as Democratic national chairman, Wilson 
made clear that he believed he owed the nomination to nobody. 
“Remember,” he later told McCombs, “that God ordained that I 
should be the next President of the United States.’’’ 

Wilson quickly recognized that his only real opponent was Roo- 
sevelt. Deprived of support from the progressive wing of the Re- 
publican party, Taft had no chance of being elected and did little 
campaigning. Advised by Louis Brandeis, a Boston attorney who 
had developed a reputation as “the people’s lawyer” by representing 
consumer groups against the trusts, Wilson presented a program that 
he called the “New Freedom,” to contrast with Roosevelt’s “New 
Nationalism.” The New Freedom, he claimed, would promote the 
vitality of “independent enterprises still unabsorbed by the great 
economic combinations,” while Roosevelt’s kind of progressivism 
represented ‘‘a consummation of the partnership between monopoly 
and government.” Unlike orthodox Republican laissez-faire, the New 
Freedom would use government to help the enterprising individual 
who was getting started rather than to prop up the rich: “What this 
country needs above all else is a body of laws which will look after 
the men who are on the make rather than the men who are already 
made.’’® 

After an exciting campaign, the election returns indicated little 
shift among the voters—except that the Republican camp was di- 
vided almost evenly in two. Wilson did no better than hold the 
Democratic core. He won 42 percent of the popular vote—actually 
I percent less than Bryan had received against Taft four years before. 
He achieved a landslide majority in the electoral college of 435 votes 
of a total $31—but outside the South he failed to reach an actual 
majority in a single state. 

Roosevelt came in second with 27 percent of the popular vote and 
with the electoral votes of Pennsylvania, California, Michigan, Min- 
nesota, South Dakota, and Washington. The Progressive ticket al- 
most carried Illinois and was second in 23 other states. Taft came in 
last among the three main contenders, winning 23 percent of the 
popular vote and the electoral votes of only Vermont and Utah— 
eastern and western bulwarks of orthodox Republican conservatism. 
(The remaining 8 percent of the popular vote was won by Eugene 
Debs, the Socialist candidate, and a scattering of minor candidates. 
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Debs received between 10 and 17 percent of the vote in California, 
Arizona, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Washington, and Oklahoma.) 
Examination of the geographic distribution of the vote within the 
major states shows that Wilson carried the normally Democratic areas 
and was able, because of the Republican split, to win pluralities in 
some normally Republican counties, while Roosevelt and Taft com- 
peted for the Republican vote. In New York, Wilson swept New 
York City and won pluralities in some normally Republican Hudson 
Valley and western counties. The Republican organization held most 
upstate counties for Taft, with Roosevelt, the former governor, car- 
rying only two counties (Figure 11-1). In Illinois, where much of 
the leadership of the Republican organization went over to Roosevelt, 
the Bull Moose ticket carried Cook County and most of the normally 
Republican northern counties; Wilson swept the normally Demo- 
cratic counties of southern Illinois; and Taft carried only “Egypt” 
and three other counties (Figure 11-2). In California, which Roo- 
sevelt carried with the help of Hiram Johnson, the Progressives were 


Figure 11-1 New York vote by counties, 1912 
Source: Edgar Eugene Robinson, The Presidential Vote, 1896—1932, Octagon, New York, 1947 
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Figure 11-2 Illinois vote by counties, 1912 
Source: Edgar Eugene Robinson, The Presidential Vote, 1896—1932, Octagon, New York, 1947 


triumphant in the populous counties of southern California and the 
San Francisco Bay area, while Wilson held the normally Democratic 
Central Valley (Figure 11-3). 

Accompanying Wilson’s victory, the Democrats won large ma- 
jorities in both houses of Congress, chiefly because the Progressives 
entered candidates in many congressional races, thereby splitting the 
Republican vote and allowing Democrats to win with pluralities. In 
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Figure 11-3 California vote by counties, 1912 
Source: Edgar Eugene Robinson, The Presidential Vote, 1896—1932, Octagon, New York, 1947 


Illinois, for example, in only 7 of the 27 House districts did the 
winning candidate receive an actual majority; in New York, only 9 
of 43; in Ohio, 7 of 22; in Michigan, none of 13. 


AN ECLECTIC PROGRAM 


Wilson promptly put into practice his theory that the majority party 
in Congress should be mobilized to support the President’s program. 


The President as Party Leader 229 


He was greatly aided by the fact that the congressional Democrats, 
having been in the minority most of the time for the last 18 years, 
recognized their stake in having their party identified with a suc- 
cessful President. In April 1913 Wilson became the first President 
since John Adams to deliver his State of the Union message personally 
to Congress—an opportunity that Roosevelt must have kicked him- 
self for overlooking while he was President. Using federal patronage 
effectively, Wilson made himself, rather than Champ Clark, who 
stayed on as Speaker, the effective leader of Democrats in the House. 
Senate Democrats, too, were responsive to the reform program the 
administration sent to Capitol Hill. 

In the next four years the Democratic majority in Congress, helped 
by the handful of Progressives elected to the House and some of the 
progressive Republicans, enacted the most significant body of leg- 
islation since that put through by the Republicans in the early 1860s: 
reduction in tariff rates; a tougher antitrust law, with an exemption 
for labor unions (largely nullified by the courts); the Federal Reserve 
Act, providing a federally supervised national banking system, with 
participation by private banks; the Federal Trade Commission, 
charged with preserving business competition; the Farm Loan and 
Good Roads Act; an eight-hour day for railroad workers; and pro- 
hibition of shipment of goods produced by child labor in interstate 
commerce (declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in 1918). 

Wilson’s program, as enacted, seemed to contain elements from 
the “New Nationalism” as well as the “New Freedom.” It included 
aspects of both agrarian and urban populism, the latter still pressed 
by Tumulty, now secretary to the President. The effects of the Wilson 
program were moderate, in some ways even conservative. The Fed- 
eral Reserve System, for instance, could be interpreted as a means 
for backstopping the power of the major private banks. Brandeis, 
whom Wilson appointed to the Supreme Court in 1916, was privately 
disappointed that the administration had not acted more forcefully 
against the trusts. Wilson, he later said, “did not understand the 
importance of bigness.’ 

Wilson’s program of domestic legislation, however, offered the 
beginnings of a genuine alternative to the Republican ideology, as 
Cleveland’s had not. It moved toward using the federal government 
directly to meet public welfare needs rather than simply to promote 
economic growth. 

On race issues, Wilson’s record, expressing the values of southern 
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paternalism, was distinctly reactionary. Wilson approved racial seg- 
regation of the federal civil service, which the Republicans and Cleve- 
land had kept unsegregated, on the ground that it was “‘in the interest 
of the Negroes” —thereby reversing the drift of some northern blacks 
toward the Democratic party. Blacks were fired from federal jobs 
throughout the South. “There are no government positions for Ne- 
groes in the South,” said the administration’s appointee as Collector 
of Internal Revenue in Georgia. “A Negro’s place is in the cornfield.” 
Wilson described The Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith’s classic film 
glorifying the Ku Klux Klan, as “history written in lightning.’”° 

Wilson made Bryan his secretary of state, in part because he needed 
Bryan’s help with western and southern populists in Congress, but 
also probably because he admired the Nebraskan’s crusading spirit 
and believed it would help vitalize his administration. At first they 
got on well. Bryan used the State Department to promote his belief 
in peaceful arbitration of differences among nations and took care to 
give Wilson opportunities to make moral declarations on world prob- 
lems. But when war broke out in Europe in 1914, friction soon 
developed between them. Bryan sought to maintain strict neutrality, 
aimed at insulating the United States against any form of involve- 
ment. Wilson gradually moved toward support for the Allies, par- 
ticularly Britain. When a German submarine in 1915 sank the 
Lusitania, a British liner, taking the lives of almost 1200 noncom- 
batant passengers, including 128 Americans, Bryan pleaded for 
only a mild protest, but Wilson insisted on taking a relatively tough 
stand. (Not nearly tough enough, however, to satisfy Theodore 
Roosevelt, who was demanding that the United States assert itself 
more aggressively.) Bryan resigned. Wilson put in his place Robert 
Lansing, an international lawyer with well-known pro-British sym- 
pathies. 

Seeking reelection in 1916, Wilson was keenly aware that he had 
won with much less than a majority of the popular vote four years 
before and that the Democratic party still had almost no organization 
in many parts of the country. He set out to present himself as a 
national leader who had maintained prosperity and kept the country 
out of war. Sensitive to the charge, by Roosevelt and others, that 
avoidance of conflict reflected a lack of patriotic ardor, Wilson sent 
instructions to the Democratic national convention that “ ‘Ameri- 
canism’ should be the key note of the convention and that frequent 
demonstrations should attest the Democratic loyalty to the flag.” 
Though not the first to employ mass advertising techniques in elec- 
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toral politics, Wilson’s 1916 campaign went well beyond earlier in- 
stances in carrying out what Walter Dean Burnham has called the 
“mercantilist”” approach. The focus was on publicizing the candi- 
date’s personality and accomplishments rather than on rallying the 
party faithful." 

The Republican candidate was Charles Evans Hughes, reform gov- 
ernor of New York from 1907 to 1910, elected with progressive 
support but never a great favorite with Roosevelt (who privately 
referred to him as “Woodrow Wilson with whiskers”). Appointed 
to the Supreme Court by Taft in 1910, Hughes had avoided involve- 
ment on either side in the intraparty bloodletting of 1912. A remnant 
of Progressives nominated Roosevelt, but he immediately declined 
and campaigned actively—in the view of some Republicans, too 
actively—for Hughes.’ 

Wilson won a narrow majority of 23 in the electoral college, with 
49 percent of the popular vote. The incumbent President carried, in 
addition to the South, most of the old populist strongholds in the 
Great Plains and the Rocky Mountains, and California and Wash- 
ington on the west coast. Hughes achieved substantial majorities in 
most of the urban and industrial states stretching from New England 
to the west end of the Great Lakes. The 1916 election is in fact the 
one case that neatly fits the model pitting the “periphery” against 
the “metropole.” A shift of fewer than 2,000 votes in California 
would have given Hughes victory in the state and a majority in the 
electoral college, though he would still have been about 500,000 votes 
behind Wilson in the popular vote. (Hiram Johnson had not cam- 
paigned for Hughes in California, reportedly because he believed 
Hughes had snubbed him during a campaign visit to the state.) 

The Democrats, having lost 61 seats in the House of Represen- 
tatives in 1914, lost 14 more in 1916. Nationwide, 7,810,000 votes 
were cast for Republican candidates for the House, compared to 
7,468,000 votes for Democratic candidates. The Democrats had four 
more members than the Republicans in the House in 1917, but they 
needed the help of six independent or minor party members to or- 
ganize the body. In the Senate the Democrats lost three seats but 
retained a majority of TI. 

Most of the voters who had supported the Progressives in 1912 
had returned to the Republicans. But the “normal Republican ma- 
jority” was not yet firmly reestablished. Wilson had offered a dis- 
tinctive alternative to Republican rule. Whether it would become the 
basis for a new electoral majority remained to be seen. 
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DIVISION ON FOREIGN POLICY 


America’s foreign wars in the nineteenth century—the War of 1812, 
the Mexican War, and the Spanish-American War—were all polit- 
ically controversial, but none left much enduring impact on divisions 
in national politics. The effect of the First World War, which the 
United States entered in April 1917, was different. 

Wilson’s call for a declaration of war against Germany, “‘to make 
the world safe for democracy,” was approved by votes of 82 to 6 in 
the Senate, and 373 to 50 in the House. Most of those voting in the 
negative were progressive Republicans, such as LaFollette and George 
Norris, elected to the Senate in 1912, or Bryanite Democrats, such 
as House Majority Leader Claude Kitchin of North Carolina. 

Midwestern progressives like LaFollette and Norris had supported 
much of Wilson’s domestic program but had passionately criticized 
administration policies they believed were leading toward war. The 
progressives argued that, while the United States should play a be- 
nevolent role in world affairs, its main function should be to set an 
example of liberal democracy for other nations to follow. Involve- 
ment in foreign conflicts, they maintained, would inevitably weaken 
the impulse for reform at home and draw the United States into 
collaboration with imperialist regimes like those of Britain and czarist 
Russia. The fact that many of the midwestern progressives had 
among their constituents large numbers of German-Americans, most 
of whom believed the Allies were at least as morally responsible as 
Germany for the carnage in Europe, no doubt played some part in 
their insistence on noninvolvement. 

Roosevelt and others who had been calling for intervention on the 
side of the Allies enthusiastically supported the declaration of war. 
But Wilson’s subsequent rejection of Roosevelt’s offer to lead a di- 
vision of volunteers to the battlefield in France produced predictable 
hard feelings. By the summer of 1917, Roosevelt was denouncing 
the administration for the condition of “complete unpreparedness”’ 
in which the United States had entered the war. Conservatives like 
Lodge and Philander Knox, elected to the Senate from Pennsylvania 
in 1916, supported the war effort but made no secret of their distrust 
of Wilson’s leadership." 

In the fall of 1818, with the war nearing conclusion, Wilson pleaded 
for the election of solid Democratic majorities in Congress to support 
his policies. The voters responded by returning the Republicans to 
control of both chambers, with majorities of 50 in the House and 
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two in the Senate. Roosevelt, who had led the Republican midterm 
campaign, appeared the likely Republican candidate for President in 
1920. 

After the armistice was signed on November 11, 1918, Roosevelt 
wrote his friend Lord Bryce, the former British ambassador to the 
United States, that “at the Peace Conference England and France can 
get what they wish” if, “while treating Wilson with politeness, they 
openly and frankly throw themselves on the American people for 
support in any vital matter.” In the first week of January 1919, 
Roosevelt, aged 60, died without warning in his sleep." 

At the Paris peace conference Wilson was outmaneuvered on some 
issues by the wily and experienced leaders of Britain, France, and 
Italy. But he won approval by the Allies for inclusion in the peace 
treaty of his cherished project for a League of Nations to prevent 
future wars. Returning to the United States in July 1919, Wilson 
called the League “‘the only hope for mankind” and asked the Senate: 
“Dare we reject it and break the heart of the world?” Three months 
later, while barnstorming through the West in an attempt to whip 
up support for the League, Wilson suffered a disabling stroke. 
Though he recovered partially, his political skill and judgment 
seemed severely impaired during the struggle over ratification of the 
peace treaty that followed. t5 

A bloc of isolationist senators, led by LaFollette and Hiram John- 
son, elected to the Senate from California in 1916, were opposed to 
American participation in the League under any circumstance. A 
somewhat larger bloc of conservatives, led by Lodge, who had be- 
come chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, were 
prepared to accept the League if the treaty included reservations they 
claimed were necessary to protect American sovereignty. Wilson 
insisted these reservations would cripple the League and ordered 
Democratic senators loyal to his leadership to vote against the treaty 
if they were adopted. It thus became impossible to assemble the 
required two-thirds majority for a treaty authorizing American par- 
ticipation in the League, with or without reservations. 

The controversies over America’s entry into the war and proposed 
adherence to the league are often described as having been between 
“internationalists”’ and “‘isolationists.’’ But this classification obscures 
important differences within both groups. There were, in reality, 
four distinguishable positions rather than two. These positions con- 
tinued to attract advocates during the 1920s and 1930s and have 
recurred in all the debates on foreign policy that have raged within 
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the political community, and sometimes the larger electorate, from 
1945 to the present. 

The four positions can be distinguished diagrammatically through 
two axes, one ranging from readiness to intervene economically, 
politically, and, if necessary and feasible, militarily in world affairs, 
to extreme reluctance to attempt such intervention; and the other 
ranging from concentration on America’s national interest as almost 
the sole value to be pursued in the conduct of foreign policy, to 
emphasis on more altruistic concerns, such as spreading democracy 
or achieving a fairer distribution of the world’s goods. There are, 
of course, few if any pure types. All American administrations and 
participants in the foreign-policy debate are to some extent concerned 
with both the advancement of national interest and the extension of 
democracy; all under some circumstances will intervene in foreign 
matters, and all will at least claim to be prudent about when inter- 
vention is appropriate. Advocates for each position, moreover, tend 
to argue that their preferred strategy is really the best way to achieve 
the goals sought by all the others (as in the contention that the rational 
pursuit of America’s national interest requires promotion of a fairer 
distribution of goods among peoples). Nevertheless, the four general 
positions shown in Figure 11—4 are recognizable. 

In the foreign-policy debate before, during, and just after Amer- 
ica’s participation in the First World War, Roosevelt (though he died 
less than two months after the war ended) best represented the po- 
sition of national-interest interventionism, and Wilson of altruistic 
interventionism (though Roosevelt also expressed altruistic goals, 
and Wilson of course pursued his conception of national interest). 
LaFollette exemplified altruistic isolationism (as did Norris, Hiram 
Johnson, and Bryan). In the 1890s Lodge had been an interventionist, 
supporting Roosevelt’s expansionist aims. At that time the position 
of national-interest isolationism was ably expressed by Thomas B. 
Reed of Maine, the crusty Speaker of the House, and Senator George 
Hoar of Massachusetts, who led the opposition, along with Bryan, 
to America’s acquisition of the Phillippine Islands. As the years ad- 
vanced, however, Lodge became increasingly critical of foreign en- 
tanglements; and in the postwar debate, after Roosevelt’s death, he 
exemplified the national-interest isolationist position. 

The foreign-policy matrix can be superimposed on the division 
between republican and liberal ideological traditions. Those empha- 
sizing national interest in foreign policy, whether isolationists or 
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Figure 11-4 Foreign policy positions in American politics 


interventionists, have tended, though not always, to subscribe to the 
republican ideology of ordered liberty. Those emphasizing altruism 
in foreign policy have tended, with somewhat greater consistency, 
to be equalitarian liberals in ideology. 

In the 1920s the difference between interventionists and isolationsts 
among domestic equalitarians deeply divided the liberal camp, pre- 
venting resumption of the alliance that had developed before the war 
between LaFollette progressives and Wilsonian Democrats. The dif- 
ference between interventionists and isolationists among domestic 
conservatives was not at first so divisive. But in the years leading 
up to the Second World War it deeply split American conservatives 
and became the principal issue in the bitter struggle that tore the 
Republican party from 1947 to 1952. During the years of Eisenhower 
tranquility and consensus in the 1950s, foreign policy became a 
less pressing issue in national politics. But then, with the rise of 
the militant anti-Communist right in the Republican party and the 
resurgence of isolationism among liberals, it again in the 1960s 
and 1970s became an important basis for highly charged political 
division. 
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A NEW KIND OF PARTY CHAIRMAN 


During Wilson’s second term, the Republicans, perhaps shocked by 
the experience of losing two consecutive presidential elections for 
the first time since the Civil War, took steps to make their national 
party organization a continuing institution with a full-time profes- 
sional staff—the seed of the massive party committees and squads 
of free-lance political consultants that now flourish in Washington. 

The Democratic National Committee had been founded in 1848 
and the Republican National Committee in 1854. During the nine- 
teenth and early twentieth centuries, however, both national com- 
mittees had virtually gone out of business during the years between 
presidential campaigns. 

In 1918 Will Hays, a live-wire Indiana politican who had become 
Republican national chairman after Wilson’s second election, estab- 
lished the first permanent national party headquarters in Washington 
and hired a staff of publicists and fundraisers. Short of stature but 
with a booming voice, Hays made frequent tours around the country 
giving speeches to party workers and interviews to local newspapers. 
After Congress approved the Nineteenth Amendment giving 
women the vote in 1919, he formed a women’s division at the na- 
tional committee and a National Council of Republican Women, 
which in 1920 helped the Republican ticket win an even larger ma- 
jority among women than it did among men. He also sponsored 
special functions for young Republicans. '® 

As the 1920 election approached, Hays organized an Advisory 
Committee on Policies and Platforms, including former President 
Taft, leading Republicans in the Senate and House, women, and 
representatives of all party factions. The advisory committee was 
divided into sub-committees assigned to issue areas. Most of them 
met several times and thrashed out policy issues in advance of the 
national convention. 

Hays was himself mentioned as a possible presidential candidate. 
Though he did not pursue the nomination, he was present in the 
“smoke-filled room” in the Blackstone Hotel in Chicago where party 
elders picked Warren Harding as the Republican candidate for Pres- 
ident. 


The President as Party Leader 2D) 


THE REPUBLICAN MAJORITY RESTORED 


Wilson, still a partial invalid but vigorous to the end of his presidency, 
called in 1920 for election of the Democratic national ticket—Gov- 
ernor James Cox of Ohio for President and Assistant Secretary of 
the Navy Franklin Delano Roosevelt of New York for Vice Presi- 
dent—as an expression of national approval of his administration’s 
policies in general and the League in particular. (Franklin Roosevelt, 
38 years old, with no experience in elective office beyond the New 
York state legislature, was the cousin of T.R. and had married T.R.’s 
niece, Eleanor. He had been included on the ticket for the transparent 
purpose of attracting progressive voters through name association.) 

The voters responded with a massive victory for the Republican 
ticket of Senator Warren Harding of Ohio for President and Governor 
Calvin Coolidge of Massachusetts for Vice President. The Harding- 
Coolidge ticket won 60 percent of the popular vote, carried every 
state outside the former Confederacy except Kentucky, and cracked 
the solid South by carrying Tennessee. Republican majorities in Con- 
gress rose to 170 in the House and 22 in the Senate. 

A number of factors contributed to the Democratic debacle. Voters 
were working off their resentment against the restrictions and sac- 
rifices of wartime—against rationing of sugar and flour, against mil- 
itary conscription, against shortages, against government intrusion 
into private life. Already there was a sense that the war had been 
fought for nothing—that the politicians of Europe were up to their 
old tricks, that the world, far from having been made “safe for 
democracy,” was naked to exploitation by old empires and new 
fanaticisms. Progressive isolationists like LaFollette and Johnson 
warmly supported the Republican ticket as a means of killing off any 
chance of American participation in the League. Conservatives called 
for restoration of a foreign policy that put America’s national interest 
first. “Americanism,” said Senator Boies Penrose of Pennsylvania, 
successor to Quay as boss of the state Republican machine, was the 
key issue of the 1920 election. What did it mean? “Damned if I know, 
but you will find it a damned good issue to get votes on... .””” 
Many German—Americans, resentful over the abuse they had re- 
ceived during the war, felt they had a score to settle with the Dem- 
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ocrats. Even Irish-Americans were angry with Wilson for having 
failed to stand up for the Irish Republic against Britain. 

Yet the rejection of the Democrats also represented a turning away 
from reform, a wish to be done for a while with social experiment, 
a belief that government had taken on too much, not just during the 
war but before—a will to return to conditions of what now seemed 
the halcyon years from 1896 to 1912. The Eighteenth Amendment, 
which established national prohibition of the sale of liquor on its 
ratification in 1919, was a spectacular triumph of the Social Gospel 
side of progressivism and an expression of longing for the restoration 
of a more homogeneous culture. “The radicalism,” Calvin Coolidge 
later wrote, “which had tinged our whole political life from soon 
after 1900 to the World War period was passed. There were still 
echoes of it and some of its votaries remained, but its power was 
pone. 

After Harding’s election Will Hays resigned as Republican national 
chairman to become postmaster general, a post that enabled him to 
distribute patronage to the Republican faithful. (In 1922 Hayes moved 
on to become the first president of the Motion Picture Producers 
and Distributors of America. In this office he administered the fa- 
mous “‘Hays Code,” a system of voluntary censorship through which 
the movie industry sought to fend off criticism by conservative 
groups of what were then regarded as “racy” films.) 

Wilson remained in Washington, commenting in private with wry 
irony on the cavortings of the Harding administration. He died in 
1924. His vision of the role of the federal government in national 
affairs and of the part to be played by the President’s party in sup- 
porting a reform program would find new life when the Democrats 
returned to the White House in 1933. 
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A Functioning Majority Party 
The New Deal 


FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT’S IDEA of the proper role of a national political 
party was much like that of Woodrow Wilson, in whose adminis- 
tration he had served: When the party holds the White House, it 
should work to secure passage of the President’s program and mo- 
bilize public support to assure his reelection or the election of his 
chosen successor; when it is in opposition, it should probe the weak- 
nesses of the incumbent administration and develop an organization 
that will help bring victory to its national ticket in the next election. ! 

In the political environment created by the Great Depression of 
the 1930s, Roosevelt was able not only to restore the Democrats to 
the majority party status they had not held for more than 70 years, 
but also, for a time at least, to use the Democratic party as an effective 
instrument of government in reshaping large aspects of the nation’s 
economic and social life. 


TROUBLED NORMALCY 


During the 1920s the Republicans, credited by many voters for hav- 
ing maintained generally favorable economic conditions, rolled to 
three straight presidential landslide victories. In 1924, Coolidge, de- 
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spite the exposure of widespread corruption in the administration of 
Warren Harding, who had died in 1923, won easy election to a full 
term over John W. Davis of West Virginia, a conservative Democrat, 
and Robert LaFollette, who ran on an independent Progressive ticket. 
In 1928, Herbert Hoover, Coolidge’s secretary of commerce, piled 
up $8 percent of the popular vote against his Democratic opponent, 
Governor Alfred E. Smith of New York. Smith’s identification as a 
Roman Catholic, the first ever nominated by a major party for Pres- 
ident, and as a “wet” on the issue of prohibition, enabled Hoover 
to carry even four states in the “rim South”: Virginia, North Car- 
olina, Texas, and Tennessee. 

Beneath the surface of what Harding had called “normalcy” (a 
term apparently coined by his young speechwriter, Arthur Vanden- 
berg), however, lay growing social, economic, and cultural discon- 
tents. Even while losing the 1928 election by a landslide, Al Smith 
had substantially increased the Democratic vote in many northern 
cities, including New York, Boston, and Chicago. Strong showings 
by third parties in several state elections during the 1920s, mainly in 
the Northwest, showed that some voters were dissatisfied with both 
major parties. The sharp decline in electoral turnout, though partly 
due to woman’s suffrage and other changes in the rules of the game, 
reflected the existence of a large pool of voters who were not mo- 
tivated by political appeals but who possessed the capacity, if mo- 
bilized, to alter the balance of national politics. Turnout was slightly 
under 50 percent in both 1920 and 1924; even in 1928, despite the 
mobilizing effect of the religious issue, it rose only to §7 percent— 
still far below the levels of the 1890s. 

The agricultural depression that set in after the First World War 
and continued through most of the 1920s deeply split the Republican 
party, pitting western Republicans, who favored passage of the pro- 
posed McNary-Haugen bill that would require the federal govern- 
ment to support prices of basic farm commodities by buying up 
surpluses, against Republican administrations and majorities in Con- 
gress that opposed market intervention. Disaffection among western 
farmers had caused the Republicans to lose congressional seats in the 
midterm elections of 1922 and 1926, though those seats were partly 
reclaimed in the presidential landslides of 1924 and 1928. 

Rapid social and technological changes shook the moral and emo- 
tional composure of the public and undermined the dominant polit- 
ical coalition of social traditionalists and economic modernizers. 
Prohibition, while reducing consumption of liquor in its early years 
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and perhaps diminishing poverty, turned millions of normally law- 
abiding Americans into habitual law-breakers and produced a huge 
bootlegging industry that greatly expanded the wealth and political 
influence of organized crime. (In Chicago, political control of the 
downtown “tenderloin” district passed from Hinky Dink and Bath- 
house John to Al Capone.) Mass production of recently invented 
consumer goods, particularly the automobile, the movies, and radio, 
made life more agreeable and interesting for many but further eroded 
the traditional structures of family, church, and community. The 
dizzying pace of economic expansion encouraged a get-rich-quick 
state of mind that scoffed at conventional restraints. The “lost gen- 
eration’ of writers and artists, though including only a sliver of 
American society (often living in Europe), expressed a wider ten- 
dency to debunk and reject middle-class values. 

So long as the economy continued to grow, these tensions could 
be kept in check. But if prosperity faltered, the Republican majority 
could no longer count on the bonds of social cohesion that had seen 
it through earlier economic crises. 


ECONOMIC TRAUMA 


Despite the continuing depression in agriculture, economic optimism 
ran high during the first few months after Hoover’s inauguration as 
President in March 1929. By midsummer, however, there were signs 
that the boom might be coming to an end. Industrial production, 
which in June had hit a record high, went into decline. Homebuilding 
continued in the slump it had entered in the latter part of the Coolidge 
administration. 

On October 24, 1929, the stock market crashed, setting off a panic 
that cut the value of stocks almost in half. Within a few months 
stocks had regained some lost ground and stock prices were still far 
above the level at which the great bull market of the 1920s had begun. 
Many experienced financial operators believed that growth would 
soon resume. In 1930, however, unemployment began to rise. By 
fall, four million workers were without jobs. Gross national product 
dropped to a level in constant dollars lower than any year since 1925. 
The stock market fell below its 1929 low. 

In the 1930 midterm elections economic discontent boiled over, 
producing a gain of 53 seats in the House of Representatives for the 
Democrats. For the first time since 1918, the Democrats, with a 
narrow majority of six, were able to organize the House. John Nance 
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Garner, a homespun pragmatic populist from south Texas, was in- 
stalled as Speaker. In the Senate the Democrats gained eight seats but 
were still one short of a majority. 

During the first few months of 1931 the economy improved some- 
what, and the Hoover administration claimed that recovery had 
begun. But in early spring there was another downward lurch. The 
Depression had begun in earnest. Unemployment doubled. The 
prices farmers received for their products were lower than in 1910, 
while expenses were 25 percent higher. ‘Every farmer,” wrote the 
Kansas editor and social commentator, William Allen White, 
“whether his farm is under mortgage or not, knows that with farm 
product prices as they are today, sooner or later he must go under.’” 

Compared to Grant and Cleveland, Hoover was relatively activist 
in his response to economic depression. Federal expenditures for 
public works were repeatedly increased. In 1932 the administration 
and Congress launched the Reconstruction Finance Corporation to 
make loans to endangered banks. But Hoover’s basic cure for the 
Depression was to let the econonic cycle run its course. Large-scale 
government intervention, he believed, would delay recovery. The 
first imperative, the President argued, ws that the federal government 
should maintain a balanced budget as “the foundation of all public 
and private financial stability” —a view that at the time was fully 
shared by Franklin Roosevelt, who had been elected governor of 
New York in 1928.4 

Economic conditions in 1932 grew steadily worse. Stocks fell to 
only one-quarter of their value at the lowest point immediately after 
the crash. Unemployment rose to 24 percent—representing 12 mil- 
lion workers without jobs. Only about one-fourth of the unem- 
ployed were receiving any kind of relief. Workers who did have jobs 
faced steeply reduced wages. “The people who are exploiting the 
workers,” warned William Green, the normally cautious and con- 
servative president of the American Federation of Labor, “are taking 
no account of the history of nations in which governments have been 
overturned. Revolutions grow out of the depths of hunger.’” 

The Hoover administration seemed unable to cope with the grow- 
ing crisis. Ordinary citizens took out their fear and outrage on the 
Republicans, who for so long had been the majority party. The 
Democrats entered the 1932 presidential campaign with an excellent 
prospect for victory—and perhaps for the kind of enduring political 
turnaround that Wilson had not quite achieved. 
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“THE BEARER OF LIBERALISM” 


As governor of New York, Franklin Roosevelt had a clear head start 
for the Democratic presidential nomination. “I do not see how Mr. 
Roosevelt can escape becoming the next presidential nominee of his 
party,” said James Farley, New York Democratic state chairman, the 
day after Roosevelt’s reelection as governor in 1930, “even if no one 
should raise a finger to bring it about.’’ 

Roosevelt’s great advantage, besides his name and the attention 
he received as governor of the nation’s most populous state, was that 
he seemed at least passably acceptable to most elements in the party. 
Though identified with urban liberals and “wets” on the prohibition 
issue, he excited nothing like the ire roused by Al Smith among rural 
populists and “drys.” A favorite among reformers, he also was the 
choice of machine politicians like Ed Flynn, boss of the Democratic 
machine in the Bronx, and James Michael Curley, the rambunctious 
mayor of Boston. In the South, Roosevelt attracted support from 
both Bourbons and populists. Huey Long signed on for Roosevelt, 
he told Farley, because he had “met the other candidates.” 

Stricken by polio in 1922, and partially paralyzed thereafter, Roo- 
sevelt, according to legend, acquired from his experience deepened 
compassion and understanding for people with trouble. What he 
certainly gained from his long and painful struggle to regain some 
functional mobility was immense confidence in his ability to achieve 
whatever ends he set himself. Having aimed for the presidency at 
least since his sophomore year at Harvard, and goaded on by the 
example of his cousin Ted, Roosevelt projected an upper-class ebul- 
lence that captured the public’s imagination and seemed to carry 
him above the internal quarrels that had torn the Democratic party 
in the 1920s.’ 

Farley, a skilled political technican who had learned his trade in 
Rockland County, an old Regency stronghold in the Hudson Valley, 
and Louis Howe, an asthmatic former newspaperman who had spot- 
ted Roosevelt as a future President 20 years before in the New York 
legislature, put together a rudimentary national organization. Roo- 
sevelt won most of the early state primaries. But in the Massachusetts 
primary, Al Smith, seeking a comeback after his humiliating loss to 
Hoover in 1928 and still a great favorite with the state’s large Irish 
Catholic population, defeated the Roosevelt slate by a wide margin. 
Despite Roosevelt’s control of New York state patronage, Tammany 
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and most of the other New York Democratic city machines (except 
Flynn’s organization in the Bronx) rallied behind Smith. Mayor Frank 
Hague of Jersey City, who dominated the New Jersey Democratic 
party, partly through terror, put his state’s entire delegation in 
Smith’s camp. In the California primary, a slate pledged to Speaker 
Garner and sponsored by William Randolph Hearst, the press tycoon, 
easily defeated the Roosevelt slate.® 

Criticized for being vague on the issues, Roosevelt delivered a 
radio address in which he chided the Hoover administration for 
neglecting the “little fellow” while trying to bail out “the large banks 
and corporations.” The time had come, he said, to give relief to “‘the 
forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid.” Smith im- 
mediately attacked Roosevelt from the right. “I will take off my 
coat,” he declared at a dinner sponsored by the Democratic National 
Committee, “‘and fight to the end against any candidate who persists 
in any demagogic appeal to the masses of the working people of this 
country to destroy themselves by setting class against class and rich 
against poor!’ 

The Democrats who assembled in Chicago in June were haunted 
by memories of the party’s national convention in New York’s Mad- 
ison Square Garden in 1924. That year it had taken 107 ballots in the 
sweltering heat to nominate John W. Davis, who had gone down to 
landslide defeat by Coolidge in the fall. 

On the first ballot in Chicago Roosevelt was far ahead, with Smith 
second, and Garner, supported by the delegations from California 
and Texas, third. After three ballots, Roosevelt had failed to make 
significant headway. Huey Long warned that several southern del- 
egations supporting Roosevelt might not hold for another ballot. 
Garner was beginning to gain. Reports circulated that many delegates 
were ready to shift to a dark horse—perhaps to Newton D. Baker, 
former mayor of Cleveland and Wilson’s secretary of war. Roose- 
velt’s strength on the next ballot seemed likely to decline—probably 
fatally. '° 

Hearst, following events at his California estate, San Simeon, con- 
cluded that a deadlock would lead to the nomination of either Smith 
or Baker, both of whom he detested. He sent word to his lieutenants 
in Washington and Chicago that the California and Texas delegations 
should be shifted to Roosevelt. “Say to Mr. Hearst,” Garner told 
the publisher’s emissary to the Speaker’s office in the capitol, “that 
I fully agree with him. He is right . . . I will carry out his suggestion 
and release my delegates to Roosevelt.’ 
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Roosevelt was nominated by a large majority on the fourth ballot. 
Delegations from Massachusetts and New Jersey, and two-thirds of 
the delegates from Roosevelt’s own state of New York, refused to 
shift from Smith to make the nomination unanimous. The next day 
Garner was nominated for Vice President. !2 

Roosevelt, breaking precedent, flew from Albany to Chicago to 
deliver his acceptance speech in person. The Democratic party, he 
said, must be “‘the bearer of liberalism. . . .”” As President, he prom- 
ised, he would bring “a new deal for the American people.” (The 
label was apparently suggested by a currently popular book, A New 
Deal, by Stuart Chase, a liberal economist.) As the delegates cele- 
brated, the band played a song called for by Louis Howe when he 
grew tired of the endless repetition of “Anchors Aweigh” as Roose- 
velt’s theme song: “Happy Days Are Here Again!” 

The fall campaign proceeded in an atmosphere of growing eco- 
nomic panic. Roosevelt called for increased federal spending on pub- 
lic works and assumption by the federal government of responsibility 
for relief. The federal government, he said, should undertake “‘re- 
gularization and planning for balance among industries. . . .”’ At the 
same time, he promised to balance the federal budget and called for 
a 25 percent reduction in federal spending. Hoover, renominated by 
the Republicans, charged that Roosevelt was “proposing changes and 
so-called new deals which would destroy the very foundations of 
our American system.’’"4 

The election produced a landslide victory for the Democrats. Roo- 
sevelt won 57 percent of the popular vote—almost the reverse of the 
margin by which Hoover had defeated Smith four years before— 
and carried every state except Pennsylvania, Delaware, Connecticut, 
and the three states of upper New England (Figure 12-1). The Dem- 
ocrats gained go seats in the House and 13 in the Senate, giving them 
comfortable majorities in both bodies. 

The 1932 Roosevelt majority included all but one of the elements 
in the New Deal coalition that was to dominate presidential politics 
for the next 36 years. The South and the Border states provided a 
firm base of 177 electoral votes—only 89 votes short of the 266 
majority needed to elect a President. The Rocky Mountain states, 
second only to the South in their support for the Democrats, added 
30 more electoral votes. 

Big-city Democratic machines, including those that had held out 
at the convention for Al Smith, helped produce huge Democratic 
majorities in metropolitan areas that enabled Roosevelt to carry every 


248 THE NEW DEAL ERA 


a Roosevelt 
a Hoover 


Figure 12-1 Electoral vote by states, 1932 


Source: Historical Statistics of the United States, Bureau of the Census, 1961 


industrial state except Pennsylvania and Connecticut (both to be 
added to the Democratic phalanx in 1936). Organized labor, though 
not yet the political force it was to become later in the 1930s, gave 
both manpower and money to the Democratic cause. Catholics seem 
to have voted even more heavily for Roosevelt in 1932 than they had 
for Smith in 1928. Jews, continuing the swing away from their tra- 
ditional Republican allegiance that had begun in 1928, voted more 
than 80 percent for Roosevelt. 

Ethnic voters from southern and eastern Europe, who had been 
only marginally Democratic from 1918 to 1928, voted overwhelm- 
ingly for Roosevelt. In Chicago, as Kristi Anderson has shown, the 
Democratic percentage of the major party presidential vote in the 
wards with the largest percentages of foreign-born residents went 
from 60 percent in 1928 to 71 percent in 1932.15 

In Boston Roosevelt carried 19 out of 22 wards, the exceptions 
being two Yankee bastions in Back Bay and semi-suburban Chestnut 
Hill. In Pittsburgh, which was carried by the Democratic ticket in 
a national election for the first time since the Civil War, Roosevelt 
piled up large majorities in the wards along the Allegheny and Mon- 
ongahela rivers inhabited by steelworkers of Irish, Italian, Polish, 
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Czech, Italian, Lithuanian, and other eastern European stocks (Figure 
l2=2a, band e); 

Economically hard-pressed farmers in the Midwest and Far West 
swung traditionally Republican rural counties into the Democratic 
column. Liberal activists—including former Progressives like 
George Norris and Harold Ickes, social reformers like Harry Hopkins 
and Frances Perkins, and political theorists like Raymond Moley and 
Rextord Tugwell—provided tactical advice, ideas on issues, public 
advocacy, and, in many suburban or non-metropolitan communities 
where regular Democratic party structures were almost nonexistent, 
organized grassroots support. 

The one group eventually to be a pillar of the New Deal coalition 
that stuck by the Republicans in 1932 was the great majority of the 
nation’s blacks. In the South, blacks remained virtually disenfran- 
chised in most states. But in many northern industrial states, partic- 
ularly in the cities, they were an increasingly important political 
force. In 1932, as Nancy Weiss has shown, black districts in Chicago 
voted 75 percent for Hoover, in Cincinnati 71 percent, in Cleveland 
82 percent, in Detroit 67 percent, and in Philadelphia 71 percent. In 
many of these cities Hoover received larger majorities among blacks 
in 1932 than he had in 1928.6 

Northern blacks were held to the Republicans in part by tradition, 
in part by their ties to Republican state or city machines, and in part 
by their knowledge that the Democratic party in the South remained 
the enforcer of racial segregation and discrimination. Some blacks 
seem also to have distrusted Roosevelt because of his connection 
with Wilson, whose record on civil rights had been regressive. The 
one major exception to the overall pattern of black voters was in 
New York City, where blacks gave a narrow majority to Roosevelt. 
Weiss attributes Roosevelt’s relatively strong showing among blacks 
in New York City to “more than a decade of local Democratic efforts 
to court black voters” in Harlem, the city’s principal black com- 
munity. !” 


NEW DEAL IDEOLOGY 


Roosevelt had promised in his acceptance speech that the Democratic 
party would be “the bearer of liberalism.” What he had in mind was 
a set of political attitudes and governmental approaches that was 
related to, but significantly different from, the ideology that during 
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Figure 12-2 Pittsburgh wards voting Democratic for President, 1928- 
1936 


(Source: Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, Bureau of Elections) 


the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had generally been 
known by that name. 

Before the 1920s the term liberal in American political discourse 
usually represented, as it still does in Europe, opposition to all forms 
of collectivism. Liberals defended civil liberties, opposed an estab- 
lished church, favored limited and decentralized government, and 
championed the market as the fairest and most efficient means of 
organizing the economy. In the political struggles from the 1890s to 
the 1920s, progressives and liberals, though allied on some issues, 
were politically distinct. Progressives were governmental activitists, 
though the goals of their activism were often conservative. Liberals, 
in contrast, argued that government, because of its inherent ineffi- 
ciency, intrusiveness into private life, resistance to change, and ten- 
dency to reinforce the socially strong against the weak, should be 
turned to only as a last resort, except for a few specified purposes 
such as keeping up national defense and maintaining a stable national 
currency. Jefferson, John Stuart Mill, and William Ewart Gladstone 
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were the patron saints of liberalism, as Hamilton and Lincoln were 
of progressivism. In the great debate of 1912 Wilson and Brandeis 
were liberals and Theodore Roosevelt and Croly were progressives. 
These differences were by no means clear-cut or consistently applied, 
but they were meaningful within the political community. 

Wilson’s drawing on progressive and populist doctrines, as well 
as on liberalism, for his administration’s program tended to blur the 
meanings of these terms. The differences over foreign policy that 
developed during and after the First World War caused further con- 
fusion. Was an altruistic interventionist a liberal? If so, what had 
become of liberalism’s preference for small government? 

During the 1920s “progressive” became a somewhat tainted term 
for some of those who favored a degree of governmental activism, 
particularly among Democrats. On the one hand, it had an old- 
fashioned ring, was identified historically with the Republican party, 
and through its Social Gospel aspect was associated with militant 
Protestantism. On the other, after the Progressive label was taken 
over by LaFollette in his independent campaign for President in 1924, 
it came to connote a level of radicalism rejected by moderate activists 
like Al Smith and Franklin Roosevelt. Increasingly, therefore, liberal 
became the designation of choice among governmental activists, par- 
ticularly Democrats, who did not believe in the desirability or inev- 
itability of a fully collectivized economy. 

In the 1930s and 1940s the older meaning of liberalism did not 
wholly disappear. Robert Taft, for instance, known in the 1940s as 
“Mr. Republican,” always identified himself as a liberal. Within the 
New Deal itself, the civil liberties side of traditional liberalism re- 
mained an important factor. 

By the end of the 1930s, however, the term liberal had come to 
stand for almost the reverse of its former meaning on many important 
governmental matters. Liberalism, put simply, was what the New 
Deal did: It extended government regulation over the economy; 
accepted some federal responsibility for the public welfare, parti- 
culary among the unemployed and the aged; undertook federal de- 
velopment of resource projects (public power) that seemed beyond 
the reach or interest of private capital; championed the cause of or- 
ganized labor; sought to redistribute wealth through progressive tax- 
ation of corporate and personal income; built up the powers of the 
presidency; and broadened the authority of the federal government 
at the expense of the states. When the Second World War began in 
Europe in 1939, most liberals favored all possible steps by the United 


A Functioning Majority Party 253 


States, short of actual war, to support Britain and France, and later 
the Soviet Union, against Nazi Germany. Looking toward Asia, 
liberals promoted measures, again short of war, to halt the military 
expansion of Japan. 

In the early days of the New Deal liberals sought accommodation 
with business through the National Recovery Administration 
(NRA), which encouraged collusion between major corporations in 
the interest of reviving the economy. But by 1935 liberalism had 
acquired as one of its defining characteristics an adversarial attitude 
toward business, at least toward big business. This anti-business 
attitude would be played down during periods of economic and 
political placidity, like the early 1950s and the 1980s, but it would 
always be called on when the economic or political weather got 
rough. In liberalism’s view of the social universe, big business would 
always possess the resources to make it the nation’s strongest single 
political force. The political mission of liberalism then, through its 
instrument, the Democratic party, would be to organize all other 
major interests (labor unions, small farmers, intellectuals, small busi- 
nessmen, minority ethnic and religious groups, patronage-oriented 
political machines bearing the Democratic label, and even, until the 
middle of the 1940s, southern segregationists) into a political coalition 
that would normally outweigh the political power of business. Gov- 
ernment dominated by the liberal coalition would, in the phrase of 
John Kenneth Galbraith, serve as a “countervailing power” to busi- 
ness, enabling society to gain the economic benefits of a market 
system while distributing those benefits with approximate equality 
through a welfare state. "8 

A somewhat less advertised aspect of liberalism was its tie to 
secularism—the view that religion should be strictly excluded from 
all aspects of public life (except perhaps to serve as cheerleader for 
liberalism). Some religious leaders, particularly in the mainline Prot- 
estant denominations, were enthusiastic liberals. But the core body 
of liberalism was almost as suspicious and hostile toward organized 
religion, particularly Catholicism and fundamentalist Protestantism, 
as toward big business. 

Within the New Deal there were individuals and groups, ranging 
from gradualist socialists to outright Communists, including a few 
Soviet agents, who scoffed at liberalism. The programs of the New 
Deal, they believed, were no more than temporary palliatives to ease 
the suffering caused by the Depression, or movements toward a fully 
collectivized economy and perhaps society. But these were always 
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minority voices, little represented among elective politicians. As the 
New Deal continued, left-wing critics of liberalism were gradually 
removed from positions of power within the administration, the 
Democratic party, and the major labor unions. 

Liberalism was attacked from the right within the Democratic 
coalition by representatives of various forms of conservatism, in- 
cluding southern Bourbons like Senators Harry Flood Byrd of Vir- 
ginia and Walter George of Georgia, some of the city machines, and 
businessmen and corporation lawyers like Bernard Baruch and Dean 
Acheson, who carried on the tradition of Grover Cleveland. Some 
aspects of populism, such as that expressed by Huey P. Long, elected 
governor of Louisiana in 1928 and to the Senate in 1930, also were 
never fully submerged in liberalism. 

For a time, however, liberalism became the integrating principle, 
the moral inspiration, and the strategic guide around which govern- 
ment programs and Democratic political campaigns were organized. 
Like the Federalist, Jeffersonian, and republican ideologies in earlier 
times, liberalism was the ideological lodestar by which the majority 
party set its course. 

Liberalism was formulated, refined, clarified, and articulated by 
platoons of social philosophers, political theorists, economists, jour- 
nalists, and even artists and writers of fiction. Defining liberalism 
became a kind of cottage industry for American academicians and 
intellectuals. But liberalism, true to its American roots, was—and 
is—to a great extent a pragmatic ideology. It evolved not so much 
from theoretic rationalization as from the practical application to 
unfolding events of the values and social assumptions of politicians 
and government administrators. '” 


THE PARTY IN GOVERNMENT 


By the time Roosevelt was inaugurated as President on March 4, 
1933, the nation seemed on the edge of economic and social chaos. 
Banks were failing all over the country, and many previously middle- 
class as well as working-class families faced destitution. “The only 
thing we have to fear is fear itself,” Roosevelt declared in his inaugural 
address, seeking to restore public confidence. 

During the next 14 weeks—the famous “hundred days’’—Roo- 
sevelt proposed and Congress enacted a series of measures designed 
to deal with the immediate emergency and to start the economy 
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toward recovery. These included: restructuring the national banking 
system; federal subsidies to agriculture; regulation of the securities 
industry; authorization of a huge public power and conservation 
project to be carried out under the auspices of the federally created 
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA); and establishment of the National 
Recovery Administration (NRA), intended to facilitate collaboration 
between the federal government, big business, and big labor to pre- 
vent “unfair competition and disastrous overproduction.” 

The “first New Deal” was followed at a more deliberate pace by 
laws and programs aimed at producing what liberals believed would 
be a more equitable society. Among major items in the “second New 
Deal” were: the Wagner Act, designed to protect labor unions against 
employer coercion; the Works Progress Administration (WPA), a 
vast national public employment program; the rural electrification 
program, to bring electricity to rural areas not served by private 
power companies; the National Youth Administration (NYA), which 
offered vocational training to unemployed youth; and the Public 
Utility Holding Company Act, aimed at breaking up the giant power 
utilities. The crowning achievement of Roosevelt’s first term was 
the Social Security Act of 1935, which provided non-means-tested 
benefits for retired workers, was financed through a payroll tax (be- 
cause it was sold to Congress as an insurance program), and gave 
federal aid to state welfare programs. Though the federal budget ran 
what was for that time a substantial deficit, the administration’s rapid 
expansion of federal government activities was in part financed by 
steep increases in graduated tax rates on personal and corporate in- 
comes and by taxes on inheritance. “‘Great accumulations of wealth,” 
Roosevelt told Congress in his 1935 message calling for higher tax 
‘rates, “cannot be justified on the basis of personal and family secu- 
rity.” 

The New Deal programs that were in place by the end of 1935 
represented a critical shift in the direction of federal government 
policy. The shift did not amount to a sharp or definitive break with 
the national past. Roosevelt by no means rejected or abandoned cap- 
italism as the underlying framework for the nation’s economic sys- 
tem. In fact, by mitigating some of the harsher effects of a market 
economy, and by increasing the economic leverage of industrial 
workers, small farmers, and retired persons, the New Deal may well 
have saved capitalism in the United States from political overthrow. 
But after more than 70 years during which the ideology of the re- 
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publican tradition had normally guided national policy, the ideology 
of what we now know as the liberal tradition again had become 
uppermost. 

In the heat of the national crisis at the start of the new adminis- 
tration, Roosevelt’s early proposals received almost united support 
from Democrats in Congress and broad support from Republicans 
as well. “The house is burning down,” said Representative Bertrand 
Snell of New York, Republican leader in the House, “‘and the Pres- 
ident of the United States says this is the way to put out the fire.” 
As the sense of emergency slackened, some opposition developed 
within Democratic ranks, particularly against the administration’s 
effort to break up the giant utility holding companies and against 
the tax act of 1935, but Democratic unity in Congress remained high 
throughout Roosevelt’s first term. After 1933, however, the Repub- 
lican minority in Congress generally opposed the New Deal. 

In the Congresses elected in 1932 and 1934, both with large Dem- 
ocratic majorities in both houses, Democrats in the House of Rep- 
resentatives maintained party unity averaging more than 85 percent 
on key New Deal measures. As Barbara Sinclair has shown, House 
Democrats from the South and the Border states were the most con- 
sistent supporters of key New Deal legislation among Democratic 
regional groups; Democrats from the Northeast were the least sup- 
portive—mainly on farm legislation. The differences in support 
among regional groups were not large, however. Even in the Senate, 
where southern Bourbons like Carter Glass of Virginia, Walter 
George of Georgia, and Millard Tydings of Maryland, joined in 1933 
by the redoubtable Harry Byrd of Virginia, held positions of power, 
the great majority of Democrats supported key New Deal measures.”° 

Democratic unity in Congress during Roosevelt’s first term sprang 
from several sources. The President’s persuasive personality, his po- 
litical skill, and his popularity with the public certainly helped. Other 
factors, however, were clearly at work. As James Patterson has 
pointed out, “In 1937... Roosevelt had larger congressional ma- 
jorities, no less charm, a great deal more experience, and even greater 
popularity with the people, yet Congress gave him next to nothing 
in a long and bitter session.’’! 

Federal patronage, most plentiful at the beginning of a new admin- 
istration, helped sway wavering Democrats in 1933 and 1934. Roo- 
sevelt’s “relations to Congress,” Pendleton Herring has written, 
“were to the very end of the [first] session tinged with a shade of 
expectancy which is the best part of young love.” The sense among 
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congressional Democrats, out of power for so long, that they had a 
large stake in the perceived success of the new Democratic President 
also promoted party unity.” 

Most of all, perhaps, the severity of the crisis, and the conviction 
among Democrats that the New Deal offered a possible solution, 
held the majority party together behind the administration’s pro- 
gram. Southern Democrats strongly backed the New Deal during 
Roosevelt’s first term, Barbara Sinclair writes, because ‘‘the South 
as the poorest section of the country was especially hard hit by the 
Depression and southern congressmen were quick to demand federal 
relief.” The impact of “the Great Depression . . . above all,” Pat- 
terson concludes, “helped make the Congresses of 1933 and 1934 the 
most cooperative in recent American history.’ 


A NATIONAL PARTY MACHINE 


Roosevelt had long been interested in building the strength of the 
national Democratic party organization. His experience running as 
Democratic candidate for Vice President in 1920 had convinced him, 
he wrote in 1921, that “the party’s [national] machinery was archaic” 
and “something [should] be done.” Finding the party’s congressional 
leadership unresponsive to his concern, he sent a letter in 1924 to 
3,000 local Democratic party leaders in which he asked for advice 
on how the national organization might be improved. In 1925, after 
the Democrats had lost another presidential election, Roosevelt pro- 
posed publicly that the party’s national organization should be put 
on a “business-like financial basis” and that a permanent national 
headquarters should be opened in Washington to function “‘every 
day in-everysyear. + 

Not until 1929, however, did the Democrats follow the example 
set by the Republicans under Will Hays and establish a continuing 
national organization. John Raskob, the business tycoon and General 
Motors executive whom Al Smith had persuaded to become Dem- 
ocratic national chairman, stayed on after Smith’s defeat and set up 
the first permanent Democratic national headquarters in Washington. 
Raskob hired Charley Michelson, a witty, cynical former Hearst 
reporter of the Front Page school, to handle public relations for the 
national committee. Michelson’s taunting press releases attacking the 
Hoover administration during the early years of the Depression 
helped keep the Republicans off balance and warmed the cockles of 
Democratic hearts. In 1932 Raskob openly employed the machinery 
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he had put in place at the national committee (largely financed 
through loans from himself and Bernard Baruch) to resist Roosevelt’s 
nomination.” 

After Roosevelt was nominated, Jim Farley took over as Demo- 
cratic national chairman and made productive use during the fall 
campaign of the national committee’s new resources. Farley became 
postmaster general in the Roosevelt administration, but, unlike Hays 
in the Harding administration, he did not give up his party office. 

In his combined governmental and party roles, Farley supervised 
the distribution of federal patronage to deserving Democrats, many 
of whom were sponsored by Democratic members of Congress or 
by state or local party organizations. In the summer of 1933, Farley 
complained that he had “‘only 150,000 jobs” exempt from civil ser- 
vice protection in a federal work force of 2,750,000 to fill applications 
from “at least 1,500,000 men and women.” Preference for top po- 
sitions was given to members of the ““FRBC club’”’—For Roosevelt 
Before Chicago.” 

While Farley channeled jobs to regular Democratic organizations, 
Roosevelt on another track encouraged Harry Hopkins, director of 
WPA, to develop a separate political structure by distributing federal 
patronage to programmatic liberals, whether or not they had ties to 
regular party organizations. “I thought at first I could be completely 
non-political,” Hopkins, a former social worker, later said. “Then 
they told me I had to be part non-political and part political. I found 
that was impossible, at least for me. I finally realized there was 
nothing for it but to be all-political.”’”’ 

Hopkins used his control of WPA to build his own political net- 
work among local Democratic machines as well as among liberal 
activists. A retrospective study of 103 Pittsburgh Democratic com- 
mitteemen in the 1930s found that almost one-third had held jobs 
with WPA. A majority of them had been foremen or supervisors. 
A former committeeman from the thirteenth ward recalled: “I was 
laid off from my job as a printer. I got a job as a foreman on WPA. 
The ward chairman got you the good jobs. Anyone could be a 
laborer; politics was only needed in the key jobs.” Political connec- 
tions were also useful in renting a truck to WPA. A former com- 
mitteeman from the eighteenth ward, overlooking the Monongahela 
River, remembered: “I got my truck on through politics. I had to 
go to the ward chairman to get the truck on because 20 other men 
wanted to do the same.’ 

The two structures of political appointees, though often on bad 
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terms with each other, were united in support of Roosevelt. At the 
1936 Democratic national convention that nominated Roosevelt for 
a second term, about half the 1,100 delegates were federal jobhold- 
Serer” 


CITY MACHINES UNDER THE NEW DEAL 


The decline of patronage-based city machines is often traced, at least 
in part, to the displacement of the machines’ traditional welfare func- 
tion by federal government programs instituted by the New Deal. 
During the 1930s, however, many city machines wearing the Dem- 
ocratic label actually thrived on the new federal programs. The Hague 
machine in Jersey City, the Kelly—Nash machine in Chicago, the 
Pendergast machine in Kansas City, the Crump machine in Memphis, 
the O’Connell machine in Albany—all fattened on the jobs and dol- 
lars the federal government poured into their cities. In Pittsburgh, 
after the old Republican machine was overthrown in the early 1930s, 
it was swiftly replaced by a Democratic counterpart that used all the 
familiar techniques and incentives.*° 

Tammany, the great-grandfather of all city machines, it is true, 
came on hard times in the 1930s. After the death in 1924 of Charles 
Murphy, who had run a relatively tight ship, corruption in city 
government had got out of hand. Tammany in the early 1930s 
“owned 64 of the 65 aldermen, all five district attorneys, and most 
of the judges, while it collected its take from the more than 40,000 
speakeasies and the thousands of gamblers, and swelled the public 
payroll with . . . hacks whose sole function was to pick up their 
weekly checks.’”*! 

During an investigation of governmental corruption in New York 
City sponsored by the state in 1932, Mayor James J. Walker, the 
celebrated “night mayor of Broadway,” resigned and fled to Europe. 
Taking advantage of a split in the Democratic city organization in 
1933, Fiorello LaGuardia ran for mayor on both Republican and 
independent reform tickets and was elected. During the next 12 years, 
LaGuardia maintained shifting coalitions that included regular Re- 
publicans, independent reformers, the Communist-infiltrated Amer- 
ican Labor party (ALP), and the Liberal party (formed as an anti- 
Communist breakaway from the ALP). He was thereby able to keep 
a demoralized Tammany at bay and operate his own kind of benev- 
olent autocracy in city hall.* 

‘Tammany’s experience in the years following Roosevelt’s election, 
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however, was far from typical. Most of the machines had opposed 
Roosevelt’s nomination at the Democratic convention in 1932, partly 
because of the nostalgic loyalty some Irish Catholic bosses felt for 
Al Smith. After the convention, however, Roosevelt quickly made 
his peace with the bosses. 

At the invitation of Frank Hague, mayor of Jersey City and boss 
of the Democratic party in New Jersey, Roosevelt had opened his 
general election campaign at a giant rally of machine regulars at Sea 
Girt on the Jersey shore. Soon after Roosevelt’s election, Hague 
expressed gratitude for the patronage that flowed to the machine: 
“Your recognition of our state organization has been substantially 
manifested and in return I feel we owe you this pledge of loyalty. ” 
When local citizens called on Roosevelt for help against Hague’s 
strong-arm methods and suppression of civil liberties in Jersey City, 
the President turned a deaf ear. “Of course there is nothing we can 
do about the New Jersey situation,” Farley wrote in a memo to the 
President’s secretary. “Hague is going to run it his own way. He has 
been reelected for four years and there is nothing we can do.’ 

The machine that came to be regarded as a model of political 
efficiency, the Chicago Democratic organization, led in the 1930s by 
Mayor Edward Kelly and Cook County Democratic chairman Pat- 
rick Nash, did not achieve real dominance in local politics until the 
New Deal years. Since the middle of the nineteenth century there 
had been a Democratic machine in Chicago run by an oligarchy of 
mostly Irish ward bosses. But it sometimes lost city elections to 
reformers or to the rival Republican machine, led in the 1920s by 
Mayor William Hale Thompson, “Big Bill,” a demagogue who ma- 
nipulated antagonisms among the city’s ethnic groups and gave free 
rein to the crime empire ruled by Al Capone.*4 

The Democratic machine’s rise to domination began with the vic- 
tory of Anton Cermak over Thompson in the mayoralty election of 
1931. Cermak built a Democratic organization based on working- 
class and lower-middle-class Chicagoans, with the exception of 
blacks. He was aided in this endeavor by the Depression, which hit 
Chicago harder than any other large city except Detroit. Though 
Cermak himself had ties to the underworld, the leaders of the city’s 
business community were so disturbed by the level that corruption 
had reached under Thompson that they switched their support to 
the Democrats.* 

In 1932 Chicago produced a margin of 250,000 for Roosevelt. At 
a public function in Miami with Roosevelt after the election, Cermak 
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was killed by an assassin who apparently had intended to murder 
the President-elect (though rumors persisted that the shooting had 
been commissioned by the Chicago mob and that Cermak was the 
target). After Cermak’s death, the machine was run by Kelly and 
Nash, who loyally suported the New Deal and were rewarded with 
a steady supply of federal dollars and jobs. 

Harold Gosnell, in a classic 1937 study, found that the machine’s 
most important resource was the patronage army it was able to 
deploy throughout the city’s wards and precincts. Among the city’s 
so Democratic ward leaders, 43 held jobs with the city, county, state, 
or federal governments—all controlled by the Democrats. Below 
these were arrayed more than 3,000 precinct committeemen, more 
than three-fourths of whom had government jobs. Each ward leader 
was given a share of the approximately 30,000 patronage jobs that 
were distributed through the Cook County Democratic organiza- 
tion. 

The precinct captains, working under the supervision of the ward 
leaders, were primarily responsible for turning out the Democratic 
vote on election day. The ideal captain, Gosnell concluded, was “one 
who makes friends easily, who works hard and steadily, who gives 
absolute obedience, who is intelligent but satisfied with a subordinate 
role, who is not too demanding for himself, and who does not ask 
too many questions. 37 

Why did ordinary citizens follow the electoral directives of their 
precinct captains? Some scholars have maintained that the tie binding 
the individual voter to the machine was mainly material. “The re- 
lationship,” in this view, was “built around the exchange of specific 
material incentives for votes. Because of his lack of resources the 
voter values the bucket of coal or other small favor he re- 
ceives. . . . The machine voter is materially motivated and responds 
to material incentives.” Others, notably Edward Banfield and James 
Q. Wilson, have argued that the precinct captain provided, in ad- 
dition to material incentives, a sense of community amid the be- 
wildering turmoil of big-city life. “The voter is the one contributor 
to the machine’s system of activity who is usually given non-material 
inducements, especially ‘friendship.’ ”’ The bucket of coal, in this 
appraisal, was valued not only for its own sake but as a symbol of 
community and social inclusion. The voters of the old city neigh- 
borhoods, Banfield and Wilson observed, recognized that the ma- 
chine was, by abstract civic standards, corrupt. But they did not 
care, or did not care very much, because the machine seemed to 
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serve the interests of their neighborhoods and they were not inclined 
by experience or culture to attach much value to a more broadly 
conceived view of the “‘public interest.’ 

Gosnell found that precinct captains in Chicago in the 1930s used 
both direct material incentives and more general expressions of mu- 
tuality and friendship to secure the loyalty of their constituents. 
Among the 300 committeemen whom he interviewed, 70 percent 
said they sometimes provided food for families in their precincts; 32 
percent, coal; 39 percent, Christmas baskets; 37 percent somtimes 
helped out with rent money; $1 percent found government jobs for 
their constituents and 47 percent jobs in private industry; 53 percent 
helped constituents in trouble with the law; 27 percent admitted 
interceding for constituents with traffic tickets; 62 percent regularly 
attended funerals; 52 percent made a practice of going to weddings; 
and 25 percent “‘adjusted domestic difficulties.” Gosnell noted, how- 
ever, that in comparison with a study done in 1928, “the 1936 precinct 
committeeman in the city of Chicago was less of an employment 
broker, less of a tax-fixer, less of a traffic-slip adjuster, but more of 
a go-between for the relief agencies and the various branches of the 
federal government’’—signifying the growing role of the welfare 
state,” 


POLITICAL SUCCESS, ECONOMIC DEADLOCK 


Building on Roosevelt’s personal popularity, general approval of 
New Deal programs, and traditional use of patronage, the Democrats 
had clearly emerged by the end of 1934 as the national majority party. 
In the midterm elections, the Democrats actually added seats to their 
already huge majorities in the House and Senate—the only time from 
1902 through at least 1990 that the party holding the White House 
did not suffer some loss of seats in the midterm congressional elec- 
tions. 

The Depression, however, did not go away. Though economic 
conditions improved somewhat, unemployment in 1935 averaged 20 
percent and gross national product in constant dollars was only three- 
quarters of what it had been in 1929. Many Americans continued to 
believe that the New Deal might turn out to be only the prelude to 
far more fundamental changes in the nation’s social, economic, and 
perhaps even constitutional systems. 
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Vehicles of Opposition 


THE LAST NATIONAL TRAUMA Strong enough to transform the national 
party system fundamentally had destroyed one major party and cre- 
ated a new one. Many politicians and political commentators in the 
early 1930s believed that the anger and desperation generated by the 
Depression would ultimately cause at least as thorough a political 
change—and might lead to the abandonment of party competition 
altogether. 

Democracy itself seemed to many to be on thin ice during the 
early 1930s. Roosevelt in his inaugural address expressed hope that 
the nation’s economic troubles could be dealt with through the nor- 
mal constitutional system. But if the crisis deepened, he said, he 
would ask Congress for “the one remaining instrument—broad Ex- 
ecutive power to wage a war against the economic emergency, as 
great as the power that would be given to me if [the country] were 
in fact invaded by a foreign foe.” Moderate conservatives like Gov- 
ernor Alfred Landon of Kansas and Senator Arthur Vandenberg of 
Michigan, both Republicans, privately suggested that some kind of 
temporary dictatorship might be needed. “Even the iron hand of a 
national dictator,” Landon wrote, “is in preference to a paralytic 
siroke ym 
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In Europe democracy was being overthrown in many of the coun- 
tries where it had been launched as a frail experiment after 1918. 
Authoritarian systems, of both left and right, were on the march. 
Many socialists and some liberals hailed Stalin’s Russia as proof that 
Communism was a realizable goal for social equalitarians rather than 
a utopian hoax. For authoritarians who found Communism too ma- 
terialistic, or too universalistic in its definition of the relevant “‘peo- 
ple” or “folk,” or simply too threatening to their own interests, 
Mussolini’s Italy and Hitler’s Germany offered models of totalitarian 
nationalism. 

Even many whose ideological orientations remained primarily 
democratic concluded that the existing American parties were too 
cumbersome or too compromised by venality to mobilize the polit- 
ical system to deal with the national emergency. For many voters 
the chief recommendation of the Democrats in 1932 had been that 
they were not Republicans. The negligible increase in turnout over 
1928 showed that there was little mass rallying to the Democrats by 
the discontented. 

Roosevelt’s dramatic actions during his first few months in office 
undoubtedly stirred renewed hope. The President’s patrician style 
gave a lift to public morale. But the New Deal, as Roosevelt always 
insisted, operated within the broad structures set by existing social 
and economic institutions. Roosevelt sought to reform the system, 
not to replace it. In time he would be regarded by some who shared 
his social background as “‘a traitor to his class.” But most of the 
millions of union laborers, sharecroppers, unemployed workers, and 
disgruntled intellectuals who loyally supported him at the polls could 
hardly have imagined that he would lead the way to any kind of 
social revolution. His evident roots in the establishment offered re- 
assurance that the system might yet be made to work for most of 
those who now felt economically threatened or socially dispossessed. 
But if the ideological climate were to shift, the New Deal might be 
interpreted as a sham to protect the old order, the Democratic party 
might be consumed by its internal contradictions, and Roosevelt 
might be cast as the Mirabeau or Kerensky of the second American 
revolution. 


FIRE ON THE LEFT 


The American Socialist party, founded in 1901 by a coalition of leftist 
union leaders and intellectuals, was resolutely committed to demo- 
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cratic evolution toward a collectivist society. In 1932, it had more 
than tripled the vote for its presidential candidate, Norman Thomas, 
a cheery product of the Social Gospel side of progressivism, over 
his showing on his first try in 1928. But Thomas still polled only a 
little more than 2 percent of the national popular vote. Socialism, at 
least by that name, appeared to hold little attraction for the great 
majority of workers, farmers, or even intellectuals. This was partly 
because socialism, in its Marxist form, had been indelibly shaped by 
nineteenth-century European experience, which most Americans still 
wished to put behind them. Also, however, socialism, with its em- 
phasis on equal shares for all, seemed too static, too preoccupied 
with dividing the pie and not enough with making the pie bigger, 
too out of touch with the underlying social optimism that most 
Americans never lost, even at the bottom of the Depression. In 1936, 
though real economic conditions had not greatly improved, the vote 
for Thomas, who was running a third time for President, dropped 
back to less than 1 percent of the national total.? 

The American Communist party, founded in 1921, was tightly 
controlled by a leadership cadre that slavishly followed the party line 
dictated from Comintern headquarters in Moscow. It was even less 
successful than the Socialists as an electoral force. Communism dur- 
ing the 1930s became a fighting faith for a numerically small but 
socially significant and influential body of American writers, artists, 
scholars, and students. Communists gained power in some major 
labor unions and in sectors of the publishing and entertainment in- 
dustries, and a few Communists found their way to positions of 
authority in the federal government under the New Deal. But the 
Communist party as a competitor in elections was always negligible: 
less than one-third of 1 percent of the national vote at its peak in 
1932. 

If an electorally formidable radical third party were to rise in the 
United States in the 1930s, most commentators recognized, it would 
have to grow out of some kind of populism or progressivism that 
had roots in the American experience. At the state level, several such 
parties seemed to be taking hold during Roosevelt’s first term. 

In Minnesota, Governor Floyd Olson, a charismatic spellbinder, 
led the Farmer-Labor party, an offshoot of populism that denounced 
both Republicans and Democrats as too conservative, into control 
of state government in 1930. After the 1932 election, one of Min- 
nesota’s senators and five of its nine House members were Farmer- 
Laborites. “I am not a liberal,” Olson declared. “I am what I want 
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to be—a radical.” If the Depression continued, he proclaimed, “the 
Government ought to take and operate the key industries in the 
country.” Those who resisted the radical program “‘because they 
happen to possess considerable wealth will be brought in by the 
provost guard.” In 1934 the state Farmer-Labor convention resolved 


that “capitalism has failed and... immediate steps must be taken 
by the people to abolish capitalism in a peaceful and lawful man- 
ner... .’’ Under the new order that was to replace capitalism, “‘all 


the natural resources, machinery of production, transportation, and 
communication, shall be owned by the government.’ 

In Wisconsin, Robert LaFollette, Jr., and his younger brother, Phil, 
in 1934 launched yet another Progressive party. Running on the new 
party's ticket, “Young Bob,” reserved and thoughtful, was reelected 
to the Senate; and Phil, who inherited more of their father’s fire, was 
elected governor. Six of Wisconsin’s ten House members were Pro- 
gressives. Though less radical in his utterances than Floyd Olson, 
Phil LaFollette proposed consolidation of the Wisconsin Progressives 
and the Minnesota Farmer-Laborites with insurgencies in other states 
to form “‘a national third party—a real leftist party.’” 

In California, Upton Sinclair, the old muckraker, created the End 
Poverty in California movment (EPIC), aimed at replacing private 
enterprise with “production units manned by workers under charter 
from the state.” Changing his party registration from Socialist to 
Democrat, Sinclair in 1934 entered the Democratic primary for gov- 
ernor and trounced the candidate supported by the party’s established 
leaders. Sinclair set forth his program for restructuring the economy 
around worker collectives in his best-selling book, I, Governor of 
California and How I Ended Poverty. Roosevelt, alarmed by the pros- 
pect of a take-over of California government by left-wing radicals, 
virtually endorsed Sinclair’s conservative Republican opponent (who 
promised in return not to claim that his election was a repudiation 
of the New Deal). 

The campaign against Sinclair, Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., has 
pointed out, was notable as “‘the first all-out public relations Blitzkrieg 
in American politics.” The team of Clem Whitaker and Leone Baxter, 
beginning their long and fabulously successful careers as political 
consultants, perhaps the first of their breed, churned out propaganda 
designed to discredit Sinclair personally as well as politically. The 
movie industry and major newspapers pitched in with newsreel pic- 
tures and still photographs of migrant vagabonds rushing to Cali- 
fornia in anticipation of a Sinclair victory (actually left-over film 
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from the Warner Brothers movie, Wild Boys on the Road) and man- 
in-the-street “‘interviews”’ with heavily bearded characters who ex- 
plained they were voting for Sinclair because, “Vell, his system 
worked well in Russia, vy can’t it work here?” Defeated in a landslide, 
Sinclair promptly wrote another book: I, Candidate for Governor: And 
How I Got Licked.* 

Beyond elected officials and candidates, a number of self-selected 
prophets pitching economic and political nostrums assembled fol- 
lowings that might offer grassroots support for a new party. The 
most visible of these were Dr. Francis Townsend, formulator of the 
famed “Townsend plan,” and Father Charles Coughlin, whose 
weekly radio broadcasts had an audience of many millions. 

Townsend, a retired physician in Long Beach, California, had 
thought up the Townsend plan after looking out his bathroom win- 
dow one morning in 1933 and being shocked to see three elderly 
women poking in his garbage can for food. Under the plan, which 
Townsend first published in a local newspaper, the federal govern- 
ment would provide everyone over 60 years of age with a pension 
of $200 a month “on condition that they spend the money as they 
got it.” Older Americans would thereby be saved from poverty and 
removed from competition in the work force, and the money 
pumped into the economy would revive business. The pensions were 
to be paid for by a “transaction tax’’—much like what we now call 
a value-added tax. The campaign to enact the plan, promoted by its 
founder in collaboration with some shrewd public relations special- 
ists, gave rise to a nationwide network of Townsend clubs. The clubs 
were particularly strong among older Protestants in California and 
the Midwest. Rebuffed by Congress and the administration, Town- 
send in 1935 began to talk of turning the Townsend clubs into the 
organization for a new party.° 

Attracting a following even larger than Townsend’s, Father 
Coughlin, a priest of the Shrine of the Little Flower in Royal Oak, 
Michigan, used his nationally broadcast radio program to condemn, 
with fine impartiality, “godless capitalists, the Jews, Communists, 
international bankers, and plutocrats.’’ The way out of the Depres- 
sion, and in fact out of all social ills, Coughlin prescribed, was es- 
tablishment of a “corporate state” that would manage the national 
economy in accordance with Christian principles. Though Cough- 
lin’s largest audience was among Catholics, he also appealed to many 
Protestants alarmed by the Depression and by the growing secular- 
ization of American life. In the early 1930s his Sunday afternoon 
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broadcast was the most popular program on the airwaves—more 
popular even than Amos ’n’ Andy or Ed Winn. Coughlin at first 
supported Roosevelt. “The New Deal,”’ he said, "is Christ’s deal.”’ 
But by 1935 he had concluded that the Roosevelt administration 
“protects plutocrats and comforts Communists.” He, too, began 
speaking of forming a new political party.’ 


THE KINGFISH 


For all their national popularity, however, neither Townsend nor 
Coughlin had the political gifts to lead an effective third party. Floyd 
Olson and Phil LaFollette were not national figures. Upton Sinclair 
pretty much dropped out of politics after his defeat in California and 
in any case Was never a serious national politician. The one national 
political leader who seemed to have the potential for bringing to- 
gether various strands of economic and social protest into a formi- 
dable third political force was the junior senator from Louisiana, 
Huey P. Long. 

When Long began his rise to political power in Louisiana in the 
1920s, there was no reason to regard him, as V. O. Key wrote, as 
anything more than “‘just another southern heir of Populism: an anti- 
corporation man, a politician skilled in identifying himself with the 
poor farmer, a rabble-rouser in the familiar southern pattern.” Long, 
to be sure, seemed more ingenious than most other populist dem- 
agogues of the period—men like Senators Theodore Bilbo of Mis- 
sissipp1 and Tom Heflin of Alabama.*® 

Stories abound of Long’s inspired knavery. My own favorite is 
one told by T. Harry Williams at the beginning of his definitive 
biography of Long: 


[Campaigning for the first time in rural, Catholic southern Louisiana, 
Long began each speech] by saying: “When I was a boy, I would get 
up at six o'clock in the morning on Sunday, and I would hitch our 
old horse up to the buggy and I would take my Catholic grandparents 
to mass. I would bring them home, and at ten o’clock I would hitch 
the old horse up again, and I would take my Baptist grandparents to 
church.” The effect of the anecdote on the audiences was obvious, 
and on the way back to Baton Rouge that night the local leader said 
admiringly: “Why, Huey, you’ve been holding out of us. I didn’t 
know you had any Catholic grandparents.” “Don’t be a damn fool,” 
replied Huey. “We didn’t even have a horse.’’? 
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Standard Oil in the 1920s held a more privileged position in Lou- 
isiana, probably, than that held by a business corporation in any other 
state. When the governor considered proposing legislation that might 
affect Standard, he felt obliged to submit it for approval to the cor- 
poration’s headquarters in New York. Long, running for governor 
in 1928, presented himself as the David who dared to take on the 
corporate Goliath. (He had been impressed by Theodore Bilbo, who 
always began a speech in a Mississippi town “by denouncing in 
violent language the wealthiest citizen or citizens.”’) Long also at- 
tacked the New Orleans machine, known as the Old Regulars, and 
some of the more notoriously corrupt county courthouse rings. 
Probably few of his listeners, who had been fooled so often and for 
so long, believed him. But they voted for him anyhow, no doubt 
finding his clownish style more engaging than that of his rivals. 1° 

After he became governor in 1929 at the age of 35, Long, to the 
surprise of everyone, perhaps including himself, “broke completely 
with the established pattern of leaders of his type—the promising 
demagogue who forgot his promises or the idealistic liberal or pro- 
gressive governor who permitted reactionary elements to stall and 
then sabotage his program. He put through the whole of his program 
and even added to it as he went along. ”" 

Louisiana state expenditures per capita, which before Long became 
governor were well below the national average and about average 
for the South, were by 1932 twice the national average—greater than 
New York or California, three times those of Virginia or Georgia, 
almost four times those of Mississippi. A fair amount of this increased 
state spending probably ended up in politicians’ pockets. But state 
services visibly increased and improved. (‘‘Sure, I got a bunch of 
crooks around here,” says Willie Stark, the character modeled on 
Long in Robert Penn Warren’s great novel, All the King’s Men, “but 
they’re too lily-livered to get very crooked. I got my eye on ’em. 
And do I deliver the state something? I damned well do.’’) For the 
first time, free textbooks were made available to school children. 
School teachers’ salaries became the highest in the South. The state 
university was greatly expanded. Far more miles of state highway 
were laid in Louisiana in 1931 than in any other southern state—even 
Texas. New state hospitals were opened. Public welfare payments 
per case became the most generous in the south. Much of this increase 
in services was financed through borrowing—Louisiana’s state debt 
per capita in 1932 was about twice the national average. But Long 
also pushed through a “separation tax” on the oil industry.” 
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To get this program enacted, and also, it would seem, to serve 
the drives of his egomaniacal personality, Long created what remains 
the most powerful state political machine in American history. Wil- 
liams writes: 


He was the first southern leader, and very possibly the first American 
leader, to set out not to contain the opposition or to impose certain 
conditions on it, but to force it out of existence. Deliberately, he 
grasped the control of all existing boards and other agencies, and then 
just as deliberately, by creating new agencies to perform new func- 
tions, he continually enlarged the patronage at his disposal. His control 
of patronage gave him control of the legislature, and his control of 
the legislature enabled him to have laws enacted that invested him 
with imperial authority over every level of local government. He 
became so powerful finally that he could deny the opposition almost 
all political sustenance, and if he wished, destroy it. 


Long—the “Kingfish,” as he liked to be called (after a leading 
character in the Amos ’n’ Andy radio serial) —broke the power of 
the Old Regulars in New Orleans by sending the National Guard 
into the city as a virtual army of occupation. When members of the 
state’s old-line gentry, including Hodding Carter, editor of the 
widely respected Hammond Courier, tried to organize a political op- 
position, he harassed them with the state militia. Accused of copying 
European fascists, Long joked: “Mussolini gave them castor oil; I’ll 
give them tabasco, and then they’ll like Louisiana.” Elected to the 
Senate in 1930, he delayed taking his seat for one year while he 
consolidated his hold on state and local government. After giving 
up the governorship, he continued to run the state through his puppet 
successor, Governor O.K. Allen. "4 

Long played an important part in getting the presidential nomi- 
nation for Roosevelt in 1932, but by the end of 1933 he was feuding 
with the New Deal. He compared the Republicans and Democrats 
to two bottles of patent medicine, “High Popalorum and Low Pa- 
pahirum,”’ one made by taking the bark off the tree from the ground 
up and the other by taking the bark off the tree from the top down. 
“The Republican leaders are skinning the people from the ankle up, 
and the Democratic leaders are taking off the hide from the ear down. 
Skin ’em up or skin ’°em down, but skin ’em.’’!5 

In the summer of 1935 Long seemed on the verge of putting 
himself at the head of a vaguely populist national third-party move- 
ment. His Share-the-Wealth program, calling for seizure of all for- 
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tunes to provide every American family with a “homestead 
allowance” of $5,000, followed by generous welfare state benefits, 
appeared to be catching on with voters. His slogan, “Every man a 
king” —to which he quickly added, “And every women a queen’’— 
captured the slack side of the American dream: a vision of total social 
equality mixed with fantasies of unlimited individual privilege. Most 
Americans probably recognized that Long was at one level simply a 
con man. But he evoked the widely held American folk-belief, also 
expressed by popular humorists like Mark Twain, Will Rogers, and 
James Thurber, that life itself is a con and only the great con artist 
can set it right. Long was confident that he could defeat Roosevelt 
at the polls: “I can take him. He’s a phony. . . . He’s scared of me. 
I can outpromise him, and he knows it. People will believe me and 
they won’t believe him.’’! 

Then, on a warm night in September 1935, in Baton Rouge, fresh 
from bullying the last items of his program through the Louisiana 
legislature, Long stepped into the rotunda of the skyscraper state 
capitol he had built and was shot down by a young physician, Carl 
Weiss, for reasons never fully determined. Weiss was immediately 
killed by Long’s bodyguard, who riddled his body with more than 
sixty bullets. Long lingered for a few hours and then died. 

If Long had lived, would he have been able to organize a strongly 
competitive third party in 1936, let alone have beaten Roosevelt? 
Probably not. The old obstacle of the electoral college still stood in 
the way of third-party movements. After the Australian ballot came 
into use, the two major parties had taken pains to enact ballot-access 
and other election laws that made it even more difficult for a third 
party to pose a serious electoral challenge. Roosevelt’s popularity 
with the public was probably higher than the third-party advocates 
imagined, and the New Deal coalition was firmly in place. Long 
himself, as the public saw more of him, might have fizzled. The very 
emotions he aroused would have hardened resistance against him. 
The national press would certainly have done its best to discredit 
him, as the press had helped undermine Sinclair in California. The 
Kingfish might have ended as another ranting fanatic, the cruel fate 
that overtook Tom Watson and to some extent Bryan. 

But what if he had succeeded? What if he had somehow overcome 
the forces arrayed against him and won the presidency? Would he 
then have been able to establish at the national level virtually dic- 
tatorial rule comparable to the rule he imposed on Louisiana? Again, 
probably not—at least not unless conditions had become a good deal 
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worse than they were even in the darkest days of the Depression. 
American institutions of constitutional democracy, far more deeply 
implanted than they had been in Germany or Italy or even France, 
would probably have withstood even so cunning and talented a dem- 
agogue as Huey Long. 

Yet Long’s career stands as a cautionary example of the latent 
dangers to democracy posed by one-party or no-party systems, per- 
haps even more applicable to our time than to his. It is significant 
that Long rose to power in a state that in the 1930s had no party 
opposition and little regular party organization beyond the Old Reg- 
ulars’ machine in New Orleans. Floyd Olson, who also had autocratic 
tendencies, though probably more respect for civil liberties, did not 
get nearly so far in Minnesota, where he was fought by both Re- 
publican and Democratic organizations. Roosevelt himself, when 
during his second term he tried to break through restraint by the 
Supreme Court, encountered stiff and successful resistance in Con- 
gress, based in part on a campaign against the President’s court- 
packing scheme promoted and financed by the Republican party. 
Thirty-five years later, Richard Nixon’s abuse of presidential power 
was brought to light in part by the partisan opposition of Democrats 
in Congress. The democratic spirit of the American people and the 
entire system of constitutional checks and balances provide effective 
barriers against the emergence of dictatorship in a national crisis. But 
party competition has given strong, perhaps indispensable, institu- 
tional support to the health of republican government. 


A RAMSHACKLE COALITION 


The chance for a strong third-party movement, authoritarian or dem- 
ocratic, expired with Long’s death. In 1936, Coughlin, Townsend, 
and some remnants of Long’s machine formed a ramshackle orga- 
nization they called the Union party. As its candidate for President 
the party nominated Congressman William Lemke of North Dakota, 
a product of the state’s radical populist Nonpartisan League. Lemke 
received just under 2 percent of the national popular vote. After the 
election, Coughlin continued his radio broadcasts, which became 
increasingly vitriolic and anti-Semitic—and increasingly offensive 
and embarrassing to the Catholic hierarchy. He was finally forced 
off the air through government pressure after the United States en- 
tered the Second World War.” 

Floyd Olson, stricken by pancreatic cancer during his third term 
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as governor, endorsed Roosevelt in 1936 and died before the election. 
The Minnesota Farmer—Labor party, after its leadership had been 
infiltrated by Communists, was ousted from control of state gov- 
ernment in 1938 by resurgent Republicans (led by Harold Stassen, 
elected governor at the age of 32). In 1944 what was left of the 
Farmer—Labor party merged with the Minnesota Democrats to form 
the present Democratic Farmer—Labor party (DFL). The LaFollette 
brothers also backed Roosevelt in 1936. Phil was defeated for ree- 
lection as governor in 1938. “Young Bob” continued in the Senate 
until 1946, when, after leading the Wisconsin Progressives back into 
the Republican party, he was defeated in the Republican primary by 
an ambitious young veteran of the Second World War, Joseph R. 
McCarthy. 

Alternatives to the New Deal, it was clear after 1936, would have 
to be developed within the framework of the existing two-party 
system. 


THE COURT-PACKING FIGHT 


In 1936 Roosevelt won reelection to a second term over Governor 
Alfred Landon of Kansas, the Republican candidate, by a landslide 
majority of 61 percent of the popular vote—the largest margin in a 
contested presidential election up to that time. Jim Farley confirmed 
his reputation as a political seer by correctly predicting that Roosevelt 
would carry every state except Maine and Vermont. Voter turnout, 
which had increased only slightly in 1932, surged to 61 percent— 
outside the South to 71 percent, its highest level since 1908.8 

Northern blacks finally gave up their allegiance to “the party of 
Lincoln” and in most cities voted by large majorities for Roosevelt. 
Democratic majorities in Congress rose to almost four-to-one in the 
House and almost five-to-one in the Senate. Many within the political 
community predicted that the Republican party would soon go the 
way of the Federalists and the Whigs. 

The very vastness of the Democratic majorities in Congress, how- 
ever, almost guaranteed (it can be seen in hindsight) that Democratic 
party unity would soon decline. The New Deal coalition had come 
to include highly disparate elements: blacks and white segregation- 
ists, unions and anti-union economic interests, internationalists and 
isolationists, liberal reformers and machine politicians. Like the Re- 
publicans after McKinley’s victory in 1896, the Democratic factions 
could now afford the luxury of fighting each other. 
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Roosevelt lost no time in coming up with the issue that would 
divide his party and unite the opposition. During 1935 and 1936 the 
conservative majority on the Supreme Court had repeatedly knocked 
down New Deal legislation. The climax came in May 1935, when 
a unanimous Court, including Brandeis and the moderate Chief Jus- 
tice, Charles Evans Hughes, as well as the five conservative justices, 
ruled that the NRA, the flagship of the administration’s economic 
recovery program, was an unconstitutional invasion of states’ rights. 
(“This is the end of this business of centralization,” Brandeis told 
one of Roosevelt’s young aides, ‘and I want you to go back and tell 
the President that we’re not going to let this government centralize 
everything. It’s come to an end.’’)'® 

Only two weeks after his second inauguration, in 1937 (the date 
of inauguration had been moved to January 20 by the Twentieth 
Amendment), Roosevelt called for legislation that would permit him 
to appoint one Supreme Court justice for every sitting justice who 
did not retire within six months of his seventieth birthday, up to a 
total of six—thereby enabling him to pack the Court with a liberal 
majority. When the chairman of the House Judiciary Committee, a 
conservative Texan, announced his opposition, the administration 
had the bill embodying the President’s proposal introduced in the 
Senate. 

Roosevelt’s court-packing bill produced the small miracle, James 
Patterson has written, of uniting “Senate Republicans for the first 
time in three decades.” Both progressives and Old Guard Republi- 
cans denounced the proposal as a threat to constitutional government. 
The Republicans were immediately joined by the handful of Bourbon 
Democrats in the Senate, including Byrd and Glass of Virginia, 
George of Georgia, and Tydings of Maryland, who had regularly 
opposed the New Deal during Roosevelt’s first term. More surpris- 
ingly, some moderate Democrats like Senator Bennett Champ Clark 
of Missouri (son of the former Speaker), and even a few liberals like 
Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana, who had run for Vice Pres- 
ident on the Progressive ticket with Robert LaFollette, Sr., in 1924, 
announced they would vote against the bill.” 

The Republicans, a minority of only 16 in the Senate, shrewdly 
decided to “‘let the revolting Democrats” lead the fight. Wheeler was 
persuaded to head an informal steering committee that included many 
of his old enemies among conservative Republicans and Bourbon 
Democrats. (“Wheeler,” Arthur Vandenberg of Michigan, the chief 


Republican strategist, noted in his journal, “is absolutely essen- 
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tial... .”’) Once committed, Wheeler did not hesitate to make use 
of all the resources his new allies placed at his disposal. The senatorial 
steering committee drew on funds supplied by the Republican Na- 
tional Committee to help swing public opinion against Roosevelt’s 
plan. Wheeler and Vandenberg worked closely with the National 
Committee to Uphold Constitutional Government, an umbrella or- 
ganization of conservative and good-government groups put to- 
gether by Frank Gannett, publisher of a string of conservative 
newspapers. The opposition successfully defined the court-packing 
plan as a step toward elected dictatorship. ”! 

Roosevelt held the support of the Senate Democratic leadership, 
including such powerful southerners as Majority Leader Joseph Ro- 
binson of Arkansas, Pat Harrison of Mississippi, and James Byrnes 
of South Carolina, all of whom disliked the plan but felt compelled 
by their positions in the party to stick with the administration. Vice 
President Garner, though privately critical, also remained loyal. Roo- 
sevelt used Democratic party machinery at the national, state, and 
city levels, Patterson writes, to apply “utmost pressure on wavering 
senators.” 2 

Wheeler, through Brandeis, induced Chief Justice Hughes to set 
forth his objections to the court-packing scheme in a letter to the 
Senate Judiciary Committee. The white-bearded Chief Justice, who 
himself had sided with the liberal minority on some of the New Deal 
cases, seemed the perfect symbol of constitutional, as opposed to 
purely majoritarian, government. 

In April the Supreme Court, by a vote of 5 to 4, declared the 
Wagner Labor Relations Act constitutional. Justice Owen Roberts, 
who had previously voted with the conservatives, provided the 
swing vote—‘‘the switch in time,” it was later said, “that saved 
nine.” Justice Willis Van Devanter, one of the most intransigent of 
the conservatives, announced his retirement, enabling Roosevelt to 
appoint a new justice, who presumably would further tip the balance 
of the Court toward the liberal side. 2 

Roosevelt still pressed for passage of his proposal to permit en- 
largement of the Court. As a vote neared in the Senate, Majority 
Leader Robinson, who, despite his own reservations, had held some 
members in line through appeals to personal and party loyalty, sud- 
denly died of a heart attack. Garner told Roosevelt: “You are beat. 
You haven’t got the votes.” Roosevelt agreed to throw in the towel. 
Garner approached Wheeler: “For God’s sake and the sake of our 
party, be reasonable.” Wheeler’s only concession was to agree that 
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the bill should be recommitted to the Senate Judiciary Committee 
and thereby killed.” 


THE CONSERVATIVE COALITION 


The alliance that formed against Roosevelt’s court-packing plan pro- 
vided the basis for what later was known as the “‘conservative co- 
alition’”—a loose, informal association of conservative Republicans 
and Democrats in Congress that from 1939 to the end of 1958 usually 
held the power to block any legislation it opposed and has continued 
as an important factor in congressional politics to the present day. 
Not all who came out against the court-packing plan joined the 
conservative coalition. Roosevelt was still able to count on support 
from a substantial majority of Democrats in both houses on most 
legislation. The court-packing fight, nevertheless, was a watershed. 
It showed that Roosevelt was, after all, politically vulnerable.” 

Senate Republicans, having achieved unity on the court-packing 
issue, Continued to act together as a party more often than they had 
for years. Old Guard and progressive Republicans still differed on 
some issues, but both groups were determined to resist what they 
regarded as the authoritarian tendencies of the Roosevelt adminis- 
tration. Some of the moderate Democrats who had opposed Roo- 
sevelt on the court-packing issue were emboldened to go against the 
administration on other matters. Even Wheeler, formerly a reliable 
liberal, voted increasingly with the conservatives. 

The close division of Senate Democrats on the choice of a successor 
to Robinson as majority leader showed how much Roosevelt’s in- 
fluence had slipped. Roosevelt’s candidate, Alben Barkley of Ken- 
tucky, defeated Pat Harrison of Mississippi by only one vote. 
(Harrison could have won if he had agreed to speak to the other 
senator from Mississippi, his blood enemy, Theodore Bilbo. “Tell 
the son of a bitch,” Harrison is reported to have said, “I wouldn’t 
speak to him if it means the presidency of the United States.’’) Har- 
rison, who had held the Mississippi delegation together for Roosevelt 
at the Democratic convention in 1932 and had loyally supported most 
New Deal legislation, therafter often used his formidable influence 
as chairman of the Senate Finance Committee on behalf of the con- 
servative coalition.” 

The White House exerted intense pressure on local Democratic 
machines to bring about Barkley’s victory. The crucial vote came 
from Senator William Dieterich of Illinois, who had been so strongly 
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committed to Harrison that he had promised to second his nomi- 
nation. Dieterich switched on orders from the Chicago machine 
when Harry Hopkins threatened Mayor Edward Kelly with the loss 
of WPA funds. Similar pressure applied through Kansas City boss 
Tom Pendergast on newly elected Senator Harry Truman of Missouri 
did not work. “I can’t do it, Tom,” Truman reportedly said. “Tve 
given my word to Pat Harrison.” 

In the House the conservative coalition at first concentrated more 
on exerting influence on major committees, particularly the House 
Rules Committee, through which bills are cleared for floor action, 
than on winning roll-call votes on the floor. The chairman of the 
Rules Committee, John O’Connor of New York, a Tammany Dem- 
ocrat, had generally supported the New Deal during Roosevelt’s first 
term, but after the 1936 election he often joined Republicans on the 
committee and two conservative southern Democrats, Eugene Cox 
of Georgia and Howard Smith of Virginia, in bottling up liberal 
economic and social legislation. Even when O’Connor supported the 
administration, as on bills favored by organized labor, Cox, Smith, 
and the Republicans were sometimes able, with the help of some 
southern moderates on the committee, to maintain control.2” 

Smarting from frustration with Congress, and confident that he 
still held the support of a large majority among the voters, Roosevelt 
set out in 1938 to purge Democrats whom he considered disloyal to 
the New Deal in Democratic primaries. His particular targets were 
Senators George, Tydings, and “Cotton Ed” Smith of South Car- 
olina, and Representative O’Connor. George, Tydings, and Smith 
easily defeated the New Deal loyalists whom Roosevelt persuaded 
to run against them. Only O’Connor lost to his loyalist opponent. 
O’Connor’s successor as head of the Rules Committee was Adolph 
Sabath of Illinois, a product of the Chicago machine, who turned 
out to be a weak chairman. The practical effect of O’Connor’s re- 
moval was to establish the two southern conservatives, Eugene Cox 
and Howard Smith, as the real powers on the committee. For more 
than twenty years the Rules Committee, of which Smith became 
chairman in 1955, remained a burying ground for liberal bills. 

The general election of 1938 produced even more damaging results 
for the administration. In the fall of 1937 the modest economic re- 
covery that had been achieved during Roosevelt’s first term seemed 
to expire. Unemployment, which had fallen to 17 percent in 1936, 
returned to 19 percent in 1938. Stock prices plunged and business 
failures increased. Economic discontent and fear that the New Deal 
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was making the federal government too powerful led many voters, 
particularly in rural areas and smaller cities of the Northeast and 
Midwest, to vote Republican. 

The Republicans gained 75 seats in the House and seven in the 
Senate. Though the Democrats still maintained large party majorities 
in both houses, the coalition of conservative Republicans and Dem- 
ocrats that had begun to form in 1937 and 1938 was greatly strength- 
ened. Among the Republicans who ousted incumbent Democrats in 
the Senate was Robert Taft of Ohio (son of the former President), 
already regarded as a forceful intellectual spokesman for conserva- 
tism. Republicans regained governorships the party had lost during 
the heyday of the New Deal in 15 states, including Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, Michigan, Kansas, Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode 
Island. Some of the Republicans who won governorships, like Lev- 
erett Saltonstall of Massachusetts, had called for acceptance of New 
Deal reforms, but others, like John Bricker of Ohio, remained hard- 
line conservatives. In New York, young Thomas Dewey, who had 
established a reputation as a crime-fighting Republican district at- 
torney in Manhattan, narrowly lost the governorship to the incum- 
bent liberal Democrat, Herbert Lehman. 


WHY SOUTHERNERS REMAINED DEMOCRATS 


In 1939 Congress, reacting to political scandals in the WPA and 
moved by the spirit of rebellion against Roosevelt, passed the Hatch 
Act, which prohibited most federal employees from participating in 
political campaigns or even expressing political opinions in public 
speeches. Roosevelt fought the Hatch Act but in the end signed it 
out of fear that a veto would undermine his “good government” 
image.*® 

The “hatching” of most federal jobholders struck a mortal blow 
at Roosevelt’s attempt, through Farley and Hopkins, to build a na- 
tional political machine based in part on federal patronage. Farley, 
who had argued against the attempted purge of conservative Dem- 
ocrats in the 1938 primaries, was in any case losing favor with his 
leader. 

Roosevelt never again enjoyed secure working control of Con- 
gress. Republican representation edged up in succeeding elections. 
By the second half of Roosevelt’s third term, the Democrats’ party 
majority in the House was only 20. Though the Democrats still had 
a majority of 21 in the much smaller Senate, the proportionately 
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greater representation of the South and the Border states among the 
Senate Democrats made conservatives almost as powerful in that 
body as they were in the House. 

An analysis of congressional roll-call votes by John Manley shows 
that the conservative coalition, defined as a majority of Republicans 
and a majority of southern Democrats opposing a majority of north- 
ern Democrats, formed on between 20 and 30 percent of the roll- 
call votes in most sessions of the House between 1938 and 1958 and 
on about 20 percent in most sessions of the Senate in the same period. 
The votes on which the coalition formed, Manley found, “regularly 
included many of the most consequential issues decided by Con- 
gress.” When the coalition formed, it won more than 80 percent of 
the roll calls in the House in every Congress between 1938 and 1956 
and in the Senate between 1945 and 1958. Moreover, as Manley points 
out, the coalition was even more effective at amending bills to suit 
its requirements in committee and in preventing bills that it opposed 
from reaching the floor than it was on roll-call votes. ? 

Though the coalition had no formal structure, Republican and 
southern conservative leaders developed close working relationships. 
“We did not meet publicly,” Howard Smith recalled in 1970, after 
his retirement. “The meetings were not formal. Our group met in 
one building and the conservative Republicans in another. . . . Then 
Eugene Cox, or Bill Colmer [of Mississippi] or I would go over to 
speak with the Republicans, or the Republican leaders might come 
to see us. It was very informal.” Representative Joseph Martin of 
Massachusetts, who became Republican leader in the House in 1939, 
recalled: “In any case when an issue of spending or of new powers 
for the President came along, I would go to Representative Howard 
Smith of Virginia, for example, and say, ‘Howard, see if you can’t 
get me a few Democratic votes here.’ Or I would seek out Repre- 
sentative Eugene Cox of Georgia, and ask, ‘Gene, why don’t you 
and John Rankin [of Mississippi] and some of your men get me some 
votes on this?’ ” No formal meetings were needed, Smith said, be- 
cause “Td see Joe Martin every half hour on the floor.” Relations 
became so close that Representative John Taber of New York, ranking 
Republican on the House Appropriations Committee, at one point 
assigned a member of his staff to assist “Judge” Smith (as he was 
always known after a minor judicial post he had once held) in “find- 
ing ways of reducing federal expenditures.” 

In the early years of the conservative coalition some of its most 
active participants, including Representative O’Connor and Senators 
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Royal Copeland of New York and Peter Gerry of Rhode Island, were 
northern Democrats in the line of Grover Cleveland. But most of 
these northern conservative Democrats had by the middle of the 
1940s been replaced in Congress by liberal Democrats or Republicans. 
As James Sundquist has written, conservatives “no longer rose to 
leadership in the Democratic party . . . of the industrial North.” The 
Democratic wing of the conservative coalition, which had always 
been mostly southern, became almost exclusively so. (Senator Frank 
Lausche of Ohio in the 1950s was an exception.)*! 

Most southern members of Congress during Roosevelt’s first team 
had been strong supporters of the New Deal. But by 1939 a majority 
of southerners in both houses were collaborating with the Repub- 
licans against the administration on key economic and social issues. 
Powerful southern committee chairmen who had helped steer the 
early New Deal program to enactment, like Harrison and Byrnes, 
often joined southerners who had opposed the New Deal from the 
start, like Byrd and George, to block administration measures. What 
caused the South—or at least many southern Democrats in Con- 
gress—to change?” 

Liberals sometimes charged that the conservative coalition was 
based on a cold-blooded deal—an “‘unholy alliance’’—under which 
Republicans gave up their traditional support for civil rights and 
helped southerners block passage of liberal legislation on race-related 
issues, in return for which southern Democrats voted against New 
Deal economic programs. In the 1930s, at least, there is no evidence 
that such a deal existed—at least not as a simple quid pro quo of the 
kind that some liberals suspected. Barbara Sinclair found that in the 
Congress elected in 1936, 95 percent of Republicans voted with 96 
percent of northeastern Democrats in the House on roll-call votes to 
pass anti-lynching legislation, the chief priority of the civil rights 
community, against almost unanimous opposition by southern Dem- 
ocrats. This record supports insistence by Republican leaders that 
they never bartered Republican votes against civil rights in exchange 
for southern votes on other issues. ““[Eugene] Cox,” Minority Leader 
Martin later said, “was the real leader of the southerners in the 
House. .. . His opposition to the New Deal was much more in- 
grown than mine, and he was ready to fight to any lengths to keep 
further power out of the hands of Franklin Roosevelt. In these cir- 
cumstances, therefore, it was unnecessary for me to offer any quid 
pro quo for conservative southern support. It was simply a matter 
of finding issues on which we saw alike.” 
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The shift of southern Democrat leaders against the New Deal after 
the 1936 election in part reflected continued adherence by most of 
them to the Jeffersonian tradition of limited government and states’ 
rights. During Roosevelt’s first term most southerners had welcomed 
the inpouring of federal funds to bring relief to the unemployed and 
to save older people from poverty. The Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA), using federal resources and legal authority to vitalize a pre- 
viously poor and undeveloped region of the South, was popular in 
areas that benefited from its projects. But the court-packing fight 
reminded many southerners, including some who publicly supported 
Roosevelt’s proposal, of their traditional resistance to centralized na- 
tional government. Fear that a strong federal government would 
eventually take action against racial segregation in the South certainly 
was an underlying source of this resistance. But quite apart from 
issues of race, many southerners remained liberals in the old sense, 
convinced of the inherent conflict between programmatic, centralized 
government and personal freedom. 

The changing distribution of power within the national Demo- 
cratic party also convinced many southern Democrats that they 
should look elsewhere for allies. Repeal of the two-thirds rule for 
nominating Presidents at the Democratic national convention in 1936 
deprived the South of an important check it had held within the 
party. In Congress, the seniority system enabled southerners like 
Harrison, Byrnes, and George to hold on to chairmanships of major 
committees. But southerners were no longer numerically dominant 
among Democratic members in either legislative body. In the Senate, 
southerners, who as recently as 1930 had made up more than half 
the Democratic caucus, in 1937 comprised only 29 percent. In the 
House, the southern share of the Democratic caucus declined from 
two-thirds in 1930 to just over one-third in 1937: 

Some of the groups that were coming to power through partici- 
pation in the New Deal coalition were viewed antagonistically by 
most white southerners. John L. Lewis’s Congress of Industrial Or- 
ganizations (CIO), a militant breakaway from the old American Fed- 
eration of Labor (AFofL), had played a major role in mobilizing union 
support for the Democratic ticket in 1936. When Roosevelt refused 
to take a stand against the sitdown strikes being staged by the CIO 
in 1937, southern political and business leaders, who shared Vice 
President Garner’s view that the sitdown strikes represented ‘‘mass 
lawlessness,” were sure the President was paying off a political debt. 
James Byrnes, who feared the CIO would soon attempt to unionize 
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textile mills in South Carolina, proposed legislation in the Senate to 
make participation in a sitdown strike a federal crime. Byrnes’s move 
was warmly supported by Garner and other southerners—and also 
by Harry Truman of Missouri. In the heavily Democratic Senate of 
1937 the administration was able to defeat Byrnes’s effort, but only 
at the cost of antagonizing some southerners formerly loyal to the 
New Deal.’ 

Northern blacks, too, had in 1936 voted heavily for Roosevelt. 
Though the administration remained largely passive on civil rights, 
white southerners in Congress sensed that the shift of blacks to the 
Democratic party would eventually produce pressure for federal ac- 
tion against racial segregation in the South. “The South,” wrote 
Senator Carter Glass of Virginia in 1938, “would better begin think- 
ing whether it will continue to cast its 152 electoral votes according 
to the memories of the Reconstruction era of 1865 and thereafter, or 
will have spirit and courage enough to face the new Reconstruction 
era that northern so-called Democrats are menacing us with.” 

Why then did southern conservatives not change parties? In part 
because of the traditional loyalty forged during the Civil War and 
Reconstruction that still linked most white southerners to the Dem- 
ocratic party. In part because there were still issues on which most 
Republicans and most southerners still did not “see alike’’—beyond 
civil rights, many national defense issues, and federal support for 
agriculture and other southern interests. In part because southern 
leaders in Congress were anxious to retain the committee chairman- 
ships they held as senior members of the majority party. Though a 
mass shift by conservative southern Democrats to the Republican 
side might have produced a Republican majority in the House after 
1938, and in the Senate after 1942, coordinating such a shift would 
have been difficult, and negotiating a division of spoils with the 
Republicans might well have left the southern leaders with less power 
than they already had. 

Finally, and probably decisively, most southern conservatives con- 
tinued to regard the maintenance of a one-party system in the South 
as an essential means for shutting off blacks from political power. 
Since it was inconceivable that the Democratic party in the South 
would be reduced to virtual impotence, as the Republican party in 
most southern states had been since the 1890s, the only practical way 
to preserve a one-party system was for conservatives to stay inside 
the Democratic party. Roosevelt’s attempt to purge conservative 
southerners in the 1938 Democratic primaries had further alienated 
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the conservatives, but it also had shown them that the administration 
had little ability to act against them within the southern Democratic 
party. However much conservative southerners might find them- 
selves ideologically at odds with the national Democratic party, there- 
fore, they had strong practical as well as emotional reasons for 
remaining at least nominally loyal to the party of their fathers. 


SS FOURTEEN Y 


Fission of Party Coalitions 


By THE END OF THE 1930s, the majority party coalition that Roosevelt 
had constructed with help from Farley and Hopkins had lost some 
of its effectiveness. After the United States entered the Second World 
War following the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 
7, 1941, Roosevelt played down his identification with the Demo- 
cratic party and attempted to govern as a national leader pretty much 
above party. Challenged by Thomas Dewey and the resurgent Re- 
publicans in the 1944 presidential election, however, Roosevelt fell 
back on the Democratic party to achieve reelection (by a surprisingly 
close margin) and to maintain support for his policies in Congress. 

After Roosevelt’s death early in 1945 and the end of the war a few 
months later, splits began to appear in the majority Democratic co- 
alition and in the Republican opposition as well. During the presi- 
dency of Harry S Truman, Roosevelt’s successor, alignments in 
national politics that had continued with little change since the Civil 
War began to come unstuck, and the two-party system through 
which the nation’s politics had largely been managed for almost a 
century showed signs of strain. 
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REPUBLICAN REVIVAL 


As they had while out of power at the national level during the 
Wilson administration, the Republicans in the 1930s took steps to 
strengthen their national party organization. In 1936, John D. M. 
Hamilton, a Kansas lawyer and a political ally of Governor Landon, 
became the first full-time salaried national chairman in either party. 
(Most previous chairmen had been either officeholders, usually sen- 
ators, or wealthy men who took the job out of ambition, a sense of 
civic duty, or friendship for a President or presidential candidate.) 

While serving as general counsel to the Republican National Com- 
mittee (RNC) in 1935, Hamilton had helped found the Young Re- 
publican National Federation and the first National Committee 
research division. As party chairman during the 1936 campaign, he 
took the party into the electronic age with spot radio announcements 
and propaganda films. After Landon’s landslide defeat, Hamilton in 
1937 traveled to Britain where he studied the organization of the 
British Conservative party (a frequent model for later Republican 
chairmen). Campaign management as a distinct profession was at 
that time much more advanced in Britain than in the United States. 
Upon his return, Hamilton applied what he had learned to the bur- 
eaucratization of the structure and techniques of the RNC. 

While oposition to the New Deal grew among the public and in 
Congress during the late 1930s, calamitous events abroad further 
scrambled alignments in national politics. Roosevelt had early be- 
come convinced of the need to check the aggressive behavior of Nazi 
Germany and Japan. But he felt constrained by the over whelming 
weight of public opinion against any steps that might lead to further 
involvement by the United States in foreign conflicts. Revelations 
by a congressional inquiry of the role played by munitions manu- 
facturers and New York banks in getting America into war on the 
side of the Allies in 1917 had strengthened isolationist inclinations. 
The Neutrality Act of 1936, reluctantly signed by Roosevelt, Robert 
Sherwood later wrote sardonically, was “carefully designed to pre- 
vent us from getting into war in 1917.’” 

When Hitler’s legions stormed into Poland in August 1939, pro- 
ducing declarations of war against Germany by Britain and France, 
a Roper poll found that 30 percent of a national sample “would have 
nothing to do with any warring country—not even trade with them 
on a cash-and-carry basis;”’ an additional 36 percent took the only 
slightly less isolationist position that the United States should “take 
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no sides and stay out of the war entirely, but offer to sell to anyone 
on a cash-and-carry basis.” Those holding isolationist views in- 
cluded a small number of people who actually favored a German 
victory and a somewhat larger group of Communists and their sym- 
pathizers who after the Russo-German pact of 1939 followed the 
Moscow line of non-opposition to Hitler. Beyond that were nu- 
merous peace groups, including descendants of the Social Gospel 
movement; some German—Americans and Irish-Americans who 
were not pro-Nazi but remained anti-British; some Catholics influ- 
enced by the Vatican’s collaboration with fascist regimes in Italy and 
Spain; and a large body of Americans, concentrated in the Midwest 
but found everywhere, who continued to believe in following George 
Washington’s counsel that the United States should “‘steer clear” of 
political or military entanglements “‘with any portion of the foreign 
world.” Isolationist attitudes were militantly fostered by the Hearst 
press and by Colonel Robert McCormick’s Chicago Tribune. 

A few days after the war in Europe began, Roosevelt announced 
that he had “no thought in any shape, manner, or form, or putting 
the Nation, either in its defenses or in its internal economy on a war 
basis.” Gradually, however, as German armies swept across Europe 
and as Japan’s actions became more warlike, Roosevelt began doing 
what he could to build up the nation’s military capacities and to help 
Britain “short of war.’’* 

In Congress conservative (national interest) isolationists, led by 
Arthur Vandenberg and Robert Taft, joined liberal (altruistic) iso- 
lationists, led by Burton Wheeler, Hiram Johnson, and Robert 
LaFollette, Jr., in resisting the President’s policies. Roosevelt drew 
support from most southern Democrats, many of whom were by 
now fighting the administration on domestic issues but who main- 
tained the South’s traditional internationalist approach to world af- 
fairs; from most northern urban Democrats, whose constituencies 
included many ethnic groups with roots in lands being overrun by 
German armies; and from a small bloc of internationalist Republicans, 
mostly from the Northeast. 

Germany’s stunning successes in the spring of 1940 in conquering 
the Netherlands and Belgium in a few days and knocking France out 
of the war, leaving Britain almost alone, actually strengthened Roo- 
sevelt’s position in domestic politics. As the Republican national 
convention prepared to meet in Philadelphia in June, the President 
announced that Henry Stimson, Taft’s secretary of war and Hoover’s 
secretary of state, and Frank Knox, publisher at the Chicago Daily 
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News and the Republican candidate for Vice President in 1936, had 
agreed to enter his cabinet as secretary of war and secretary of the 
navy, respectively—presenting the image of a coalition government 
formed to deal with the international emergency. Republican national 
chairman Hamilton promptly “read Stimson and Knox out of the 
party ’—enhancing the impression that Roosevelt had sought to con- 
vey of an almost nonpartisan national leader faced with a narrowly 
partisan opposition. (Roosevelt’s reason for recruiting Stimson and 
Knox were by no means purely political. Stimson, exemplar of the 
old Federalist—progressive ethos, was in particular a superbly effec- 
tive public executive. )° 

No President had ever sought, much less been elected to, a third 
term. Theodore Roosevelt had run in 1912 for what would have been 
his third term, counting the almost full term he had served after 
McKinley’s assassination. But T.R. had been out of office for four 
years and in any case was rejected by the voters at the polls. The 
“two term tradition” had become a hallowed rule of American pol- 
itics. Some Democratic leaders, including Farley and Garner, both 
of whom aspired to lead the Democratic ticket in 1940, argued that 
Roosevelt should stick to the tradition. The President himself seems 
to have been genuinely drawn in early 1940 to retire at the end of 
his second term to his Hyde Park estate in the Hudson Valley. But 
by midsummer the state of world affairs was such that Roosevelt 
could plausibly, and probably to some extent truthfully, say to Farley 
that he preferred not to run but “Jim, if nominated and elected, I 
could not in these times refuse to take the inaugural oath, even if I 
knew I would be dead in thirty days.” 

Republican gains in the 1938 midterm elections had whetted Re- 
publican hopes of regaining the White House in 1940 and had pro- 
duced a spirited contest for the nomination for President. The party 
was deeply divided between an isolationist wing, including both 
conservative and progressive Republicans in Congress; and an in- 
ternationalist wing, little represented in Congress, but carrying on 
the Theodore Roosevelt tradition of pursuit of national interest 
through active involvement in world affairs, and including many of 
the party’s supporters in the business community, particularly on 
Wall Street, and among east coast newspaper and magazine publish- 
ers. Unfortunately for the isolationists, their two most effective 
congressional leaders, Vandenberg and Taft, both decided to run for 
President, and their strength was therefore divided in the competition 
for delegates. 
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The internationalists seemed at first to have settled on supporting 
Thomas Dewey, who in the early polls led all other Republicans. If 
Dewey had won the close race he lost in 1938 for the New York 
governorship he probably would have been nominated. But, not 
wishing to antagonize the isolationist wing, he was cautious about 
committing himself to the internationalist position; moreover, the 
coldness of personality that later was to do him much harm in national 
politics was already perceived as a handicap. Henry Luce, publisher 
of Time and Fortune and among the most ardent of the internation- 
alists, began using his magazines to promote Wendell Willkie, a 
corporation lawyer from Indiana, until recently a Democrat, who 
had won favorable attention on Wall Street for his aggressive rep- 
resentation of southern utilities against TVA. During the spring of 
1940 “Willkie clubs” sprang up in many parts of the country—the 
first successful use in presidential nomination politics of a grassroots 
movement outside regular party organizations. Willkie began to rise 
in the polls.’ 

At the Republican convention Dewey led on the first few ballots 
but was soon overtaken by Willkie and Taft. Willkie’s supporters in 
the galleries (many of whom had been packed into the hall by the 
Dewey organization but had been coverted after taking their seats) 
kept up a rhythmic chant of “We want Willkie.” Apparently they 
had an effect on delegates on the floor, who perhaps were pleased to 
find a Republican leader who stirred genuine emotion. When Van- 
denberg dropped out on the sixth ballot, the Michigan delegation 
switched, not to Taft, who was ideologically closer to Vandenberg, 
but to Willkie—probably to some extent influenced by the close 
financial relationship that has always existed between Wall Street and 
the Detroit automobile manufacturers but also swept along by the 
euphoria of the moment. Michigan’s move set off an avalanche that 
produced Willkie’s nomination before the ballot was over. 


“DR. WIN-THE-WAR’”’ 


Roosevelt’s command of the Democratic party was by now so com- 
plete that he was able to notify the Democratic convention, through 
a message read by Alben Barkley, that his personal inclination was 
not to run, without the least disturbing the certainty that he would 
be renominated. Details of arranging the nomination were left to 
leaders of the old-line city machines, most of whom had opposed 
Roosevelt at the 1932 convention but were now his reliable sup- 
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porters. (“They did not support Roosevelt out of any motive of 
affection,” Ed Flynn, who replaced Farley as Democratic national 
chairman, later wrote, ‘‘or because of any political issues involved, 
but rather they knew that opposing him would be harmful to their 
local organizations. The Roosevelt name would help more than it 
could hurt, and for that reason these city leaders went along on the 
third-term candidacy.’’)® 

Southern leaders like Byrnes of South Carolina and Sam Rayburn 
of Texas (who was to become Speaker of the House at the end of 
1940) might have opposed Roosevelt on domestic issues or to honor 
the two-term tradition. But they were held to him by the conviction 
that he was the indispensable man to lead the nation in the war they 
saw ahead. 

On the first and only ballot, Farley and Garner each received a 
handful of votes. Roosevelt was renominated with the support of 
more than four-fifths of the delegates. Among the Farley supporters 
who held out against making Roosevelt’s nomination unanimous was 
a Massachusetts delegate, Joseph Kennedy, Jr., son of the financier 
Joseph Kennedy, Sr., who had held several federal posts under Roo- 
sevelt, including wartime ambassador to Britain, but who had now 
joined the conservative isolationists. For Vice President, Roosevelt 
insisted on replacing the faithless Garner with his fervently liberal 
secretary of agriculture, Henry Wallace. In the balloting for Vice 
President, southern delegations revolted and gave almost all their 
votes to Speaker of the House William Bankhead of Alabama. The 
city machines and the unions provided the votes needed to put Wal- 
lacesover? 

The fall campaign proceeded against the backdrop of Britain’s 
desperate struggle to survive against all-out attack by the German 
Luftwaffe. In September, Roosevelt persuaded Congress to approve 
Selective Service—America’s first peacetime draft. 

Willkie presented himself, accurately, as an amateur at politics. 
This stance appealed to the strain in American folk belief that regards 
a career devoted to the pursuit of public office as a sign of defective 
character. But in the setting of 1940 it also contributed to his undoing. 
Most voters were easily persuaded that the tumultuous international 
situation made it “no time to change horses in the middle of the 
stream.” When the public enthusiasm that had greeted Willkie’s nom- 
ination seemed to subside, he played down his internationalism and 
courted isolationist sentiment. Roosevelt responded with assurance 
that American “‘boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.” 
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Roosevelt won with $5 percent of the popular vote, down signifi- 
cantly from 1936 but still a sizable mandate.'° 

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor ended 
the isolationist resistance that had remained strong in Congress and 
among much of the public. (Four months before Pearl Harbor, Roo- 
sevelt’s request for renewal of the draft had passed the House of 
Representatives by only one vote.) 

Soon after the United States entered the war, Roosevelt an- 
nounced: ‘Politics is out.” For the duration of the war, he said, “Dr. 
New Deal” had been replaced by “Dr. Win-the-War.”’ 

Thinking to avoid Wilson’s mistake in 1918, Roosevelt took no 
part in the 1942 midterm elections. The Democrats lost 50 seats in 
the House and eight in the Senate—about twice the losses they had 
suffered in 1918. But they still had at least nominal majorities in both 
bodies. The Democrats’ congressional reverses probably resulted in 
part from a tendency among voters to take out wartime frustrations 
and anxieties on the President’s party in midterm elections even while 
continuing to support the war—as had occurred in 1862 and 1918, 
and would later in 1950 and 1966. Also, public support for liberalism 
continued to erode. In Nebraska, the venerable George Norris, who 
since the early 1930s had called himself an independent, was defeated 
for reelection to the Senate by a conservative Republican. 

In 1944 Willkie, now unreservedly an internationalist, tried for a 
second shot at the Republican nomination. But Dewey, elected gov- 
ernor of New York in 1942, had assumed full control of what later 
came to be known as the eastern establishment, and through it of a 
financially related network of middle-sized and small city bankers, 
lawyers, and newspaper editors in the Northeast, Midwest, and Far 
West who produced delegates to Republican national conventions. 
Defeated decisively by Dewey in the Wisconsin primary in April, 
Willkie dropped out of the race. Soon he was approaching Roosevelt 
through intermediaries with the proposal that they join in forming 
a new third party, a liberal party (presumably to be led by Willkie 
after Roosevelt’s retirement), leaving conservative Republicans and 
Democrats to come together in an opposing conservative party. Roo- 
sevelt, who hoped to obtain Willkie’s endorsement for reelection, 
expressed interest in the idea. Willkie suggested they get together 
after the election. But in the middle of October, Willkie, only 52, 
without having endorsed anyone for President, died of a heart at- 
tack." 

At the Republican convention, Dewey easily won the nomination 
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over Governor Bricker of Ohio, who had been left to carry the Old 
Guard conservative banner. Following the fairly common practice 
of giving the vice-presidential nomination to a leader of the ideo- 
logical opposition within the party, Dewey took Bricker as his run- 
ning mate. 

Roosevelt, who was dying and probably knew it, but who was 
determined to stay the course at least to the end of the war, accepted 
the Democratic nomination for a fourth term. Over bitter protest 
by liberal and left-wing sections of the party, he acceded to demands 
by southern and city machine leaders that Henry Wallace be dropped 
from the ticket. (He may also have developed his own doubts about 
Wallace’s fitness to become President.) As Wallace’s replacement, 
Roosevelt signaled his preference for Senator Truman of Missouri, 
who appeared to be a moderate populist in the line of Champ Clark, 
Garner, and Jimmy Byrnes. (Truman had regarded Byrnes as his 
mentor in the Senate and had planned to nominate the South Car- 
olinian for Vice President at the 1944 convention before himself being 
pressured by Roosevelt to join the ticket. )!? 

Despite the advantage of running as commander-in-chief during 
wartime, Roosevelt was relected with a majority of only 53 percent 
of the popular vote. Dewey carried ten midwestern and Rocky Moun- 
tain states, including Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin, and Colorado, plus 
the reliably Republican New England states of Maine and Vermont. 

On April 12, 1945, twelve weeks into his fourth term, and less 
than a month before the end of the war in Europe, Roosevelt died 
of a stroke at his southern retreat in Warm Springs, Georgia. Truman, 
who knew almost nothing about Roosevelt’s recently completed se- 
cret negotiations with Churchill and Stalin at Yalta, or of the far 
advanced development of the atomic bomb, succeeded to the pres- 
idency. 


A SPLIT IN LIBERALISM 


On July 16, 1945, the first atomic bomb was exploded in the desert 
near Alamogordo, New Mexico. “‘For a brief period,” reported Gen- 
eral Leslie Groves, commander of the Manhattan Project that had 
produced the bomb, “there was a lighting effect within a radius of 
20 miles equal to several suns at midday. . . .”” Less than four weeks 
later, American planes, carrying out Truman’s orders, dropped 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On August 15, Japan 
surrendered and the Second World War ended. 
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The first of the big issues that divided the Democrats in the post- 
war years was the resumption of the old quarrel between interven- 
tionists and isolationists, with Stalin’s Soviet Union now cast in the 
role formerly played by Germany and Japan. Before Truman had 
been many months in office, Stalin had made clear his determination 
to establish Soviet hegemony over all of eastern Europe and had 
given grounds for believing that he intended to foment Communist 
takeovers wherever possible in other parts of the world. 

Roosevelt, whatever his concessions to isolationist opinion during 
the 1930s, had always been an internationalist in his private incli- 
nations and after the fall of France in 1940 in his public acts. He had 
maintained a balance, probably more out of instinct than calculation, 
between the national-interest interventionism of his cousin Ted and 
the idealistic internationalism of his former leader, Woodrow Wilson. 

Truman, it soon became apparent, was in foreign policy more a 
T.R. nationalist than a Wilsonian internationalist. He installed Byrnes 
as his secretary of state and during the first year of his presidency 
gave his former Senate mentor an almost equal say in directing for- 
eign policy. The new administration responded vigorously to Stalin’s 
aggressive moves in eastern Europe. By the middle of 1946 the “cold 
war” between Russia and the West was in full swing. 

Initially the most critical response to the Truman—Byrnes policy 
of checking the Soviets came not from the old national-interest iso- 
lationists like Taft, who were torn between their dislike for foreign 
entanglements and their hatred for Communism, but from the left 
within the Democratic coalition, indeed within the administration. 
Henry Wallace, after stepping down as Vice President, had taken the 
job of secretary of commerce in Roosevelt’s fourth term and had 
stayed on after Truman’s succession. While Truman and Byrnes car- 
ried on the national-interest side of Roosevelt’s internationalism, Wal- 
lace extended its altruistic side. 

Wallace, the son of Harding’s and Coolidge’s secretary of agri- 
culture, had grown up in Iowa where he had been a Republican until 
the early 1920s. He had roots in the progressive tradition that had 
fostered the liberal isolationism of the LaFollettes and Hiram Johnson. 
But he had deduced from the moral axioms of that tradition an 
imperative for altruistic internationalism rather than a return to iso- 
lationism. The goal of American postwar policy, he had said in 1942, 
“should be to make sure that ever ybody in the world has the privilege 
of drinking a quart of milk a day’’—a statement often cited by con- 
servatives of the time as a classic example of fuzzy-minded utopi- 
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anism. The twentieth century, Wallace declared, ‘‘can be and must 
be the century of the common man” (a statement that he meant to 
contrast with Henry Luce’s prediction that the twentieth century 
would be the “American century”). The Truman—Byrnes policy of 
resisting Stalin, Wallace believed, was undermining chances for cre- 
ating a harmonious international community based on good relations 
between the world’s two most powerful nations. Stalin’s insistence 
on establishing Communist dictatorships in the countries of eastern 
Europe, he argued, grew out of a sense of the Soviet Union’s vul- 
nerability to attack and should not be interpreted as a threat to the 
United States.” 

During the first year and a half of his presidency, Truman tried 
to keep Wallace, whom he privately distrusted, inside the adminis- 
tration tent. In September 1946, Wallace, speaking at a rally of left- 
wing Democrats in New York, warned that “the tougher we get the 
tougher the Russians will get” and called for recognition that 
“whether we like it or not the Russians will try to socialize their 
sphere of influence just as we try to democratize our sphere of in- 
fluence.” He had previously read the speech to Truman, and the 
President, perhaps not listening closely, had indicated approval.'4 

Byrnes, attending a meeting of European foreign ministers in 
Paris, threatened to resign. Arthur Vandenberg, who during the war 
had undergone a spectacular conversion to internationalism and was 
now a bulwark of support among Republicans for the administra- 
tion’s foreign policy, complained: “We can only cooperate with one 
secretary of state at a time.” Truman, forced to come down decisively 
on one side or the other, asked Wallace for his resignation. !5 

Out of office, Wallace became the most visible spokesman for 
those liberals and leftists who favored maintaining good relations 
with the Soviet Union at almost any cost. Some of those advocating 
a conciliatory approach to Stalin were Communists or sympathizers 
with Communism who believed the Soviet Union represented the 
wave of the future and therefore regarded Soviet expansionism as a 
positive force. Many others, including Wallace himself, did not want 
to establish the Soviet system in the United States or welcome its 
spread over western Europe but were convinced that concessions to 
the Soviets were needed to preserve world peace and pave the way 
for global social progress. 

Whatever their motives, all brands of “progressives” (as Wallace’s 
supporters called themselves) were sharply critical of the adminis- 
tration’s “containment policy”—named for George Kennen’s fa- 
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mous recommendation in 1946 that the United States should act ‘“‘to 
contain” the power of the Soviet Union “both militarily and polit- 
ically for a long time to come.’’'® The issue caused a deep split in 
liberalism, never fully healed. On one side were the liberal cold-war 
“realists,” who on domestic policy continued to be liberal, sometimes 
very liberal, but on foreign policy championed national-interest in- 
terventionism that put them in alliance with conservatives like 
Dewey and Vandenberg. On the other were intellectuals, publicists, 
and some politicians and union leaders who claimed that liberal values 
led as compellingly to a conciliatory approach in foreign policy as 
to equalitarianism in domestic policy. 

The quarrel was carried on with particular heat, not surprisingly, 
in New York City. On the campuses of City College, Columbia, 
and New York University, and in the bars and coffeehouses of Green- 
wich Village and the Upper West Side, cold-war realists debated 
angrily and at length with Wallaceite progressives. Both groups in- 
cluded representatives of a broad range of liberal and left-wing ideo- 
logies. 

The American Labor Party (ALP) had been founded in 1936 as a 
means for New York trade unions and intellectuals to support Roo- 
sevelt’s reelection outside the machinery of the still Tammany-dom- 
inated Democratic party. The next year it provided a structure 
through which liberals and leftists could back Fiorello LaGuardia, the 
reform Republican who had broken Tammany’s control of city hall 
in 1933, for reelection as mayor without pulling the reviled Repub- 
lican lever. From the time of its founding, the ALP had been attacked 
by both Democratic and Republican organizations as a front for 
Communists. According to Ralph Straetz and Frank Munger, it “was 
not infiltrated by Communists to any great extent until 1938.” But 
by 1942, Straetz and Munger found, Communists controlled ALP 
organizations in four of New York’s five boroughs, the Bronx being 
the exception. With the coming of the cold war, the ALP made attack 
on the Truman administration’s containment policy one of its prin- 
cipal missions. 17 

By the mid-1940s many of the original union and intellectual spon- 
sors of the ALP had become alarmed by the extent to which it had 
been taken over by Communists. In 1944 the Liberal party was 
founded by union leaders and intellectual activists, notably David 
Dubinsky of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union, Alex 
Rose of the hatters union, and Reinhold Niebuhr, the neo-orthodox 
Protestant theologian, to provide liberals and socialists with a party 
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line on which they could vote for Roosevelt for a fourth term without 
pulling either the Democratic or the ALP lever. In the late 1940s, the 
Liberal party strongly supported Truman’s anti-Communist foreign 
policy. New York City was thereby provided with an almost Eu- 
ropean-type multi-party system (though the local Republican party 
after LaGuardia’s retirement became largely a receptacle for federal 
and state patronage). 

The ALP and the Liberals occasionally ran candidates of their own 
but mostly used their strength strategically to support nominees of 
one of the major parties, thereby obtaining considerable patronage 
in the way of judgeships and appointive offices. The ALP, suffering 
from its identification with Communists, expired in 1955. But the 
Liberal party has continued as a separate force in New York politics 
to the present time, usually allied with the Democrats but sometimes 
backing the Republicans or running its own candidates and occa- 
sionally providing the margin of victory in close elections. 


COLD WAR DEBATE 


The coming of peace had released pent-up frustrations and angers 
that seemed to produce a reaction among the national electorate sim- 
ilar to that which had restored the Republicans to power in 1920 (or 
that which in Britain in April 1945 ended 14 years of Conservative 
rule and brought in the Labour Party with a huge majority in the 
House of Commons). In the 1946 midterm elections the Republicans 
gained $5 seats in the House of Representatives and 13 in the Senate, 
achieving majorities in both bodies for the first time since the early 
1930s. Many Republicans concluded that with Roosevelt gone and 
many voters returning to earlier political preferences the Democrats 
had ceased to be the majority party. Truman appeared to be floun- 
dering. Almost everyone expected that a Republican would be elected 
President in 1948. 

Truman’s hard-line policy toward the Soviet Union had at first 
been supported by most conservatives, Republicans as well as south- 
ern Democrats, who shared his distrust of Communists. But by the 
time the conservative-controlled eightieth Congress assembled in 
1947, some former isolationists like Taft had begun to question the 
assumptions on which the administration’s foreign policy was based. 
The Soviet Union, Taft argued, given the human and economic 
losses it had suffered during the Second World War, could “not want 
war within any reasonable time.’’!” 
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Taft’s domination of congressional Republicans, however, was not 
yet complete. Since the Ohio senator’s first priority was to push 
through legislation curbing the power of labor unions (enacted over 
Truman ’s veto as the Taft-Hartley Act), he deferred on foreign policy 
to Vandenberg, now an outspoken internationalist. Even among mid- 
western Republicans with an isolationist bias, opposition to Truman’s 
foreign policy during most of the eightieth Congress remained fairly 
muted. The eastern wing of the Republican party, still led by Dewey 
and following foreign-policy cues from Dewey’s friend and adviser, 
John Foster Dulles, lineal descendant in the New York legal estab- 
lishment of Root and Stimson, firmly supported containment. 

At the beginning of 1947 the President accepted the resignation of 
Byrnes, who had never quite been able to bring himself to regard 
Truman, a very junior colleague when Jimmy Byrnes had been cock- 
of-the-walk in the Senate, as his equal, let alone superior. As Byrnes’s 
successor, Truman appointed General of the Army George C. Mar- 
shall, army chief of staff during the Second World War. Dean Ache- 
son, a principal architect of the containment policy (which he 
stiffened beyond what Kennan had intended), stayed on as under 
secretary of state. Marshall and Acheson worked closely with Van- 
denberg and Dulles. In May 1947, Congress approved the admin- 
istration’s request for a package of aid to Greece and Turkey, taking 
the place of military and economic support formerly supplied by the 
now financially exhausted Britain. Aid to Greece, Truman argued, 
ws particularly urgent, since that nation’s pro-Western government 
was under heavy assault from a Communist guerrilla force backed 
by the Soviets. Taft reluctantly went along with Vandenberg’s sup- 
port for Greek—Turkish aid on condition that it not be interpreted 
as “a commitment to any similar policy in any other section of the 
world.’’”° 

Early in 1948, after Communists had seized control of Czecho- 
slovakia, the last country occupied by Soviet armies with a non- 
Communist government, Congress enacted the first phase of the 
Marshall plan, providing $4 billion in aid to support the economic 
recovery of western Europe. Vandenberg led the fight for approval 
of the Marshall plan in the Senate. Taft supported an amendment to 
reduce the appropriation but voted for the plan on final passage.” 

Wallace denounced Greek—Turkish aid and the Marshall plan as 
parts of Truman’s attempt to establish a “global Monroe doctrine.” 
The Communists had taken power in Czechoslovakia, Wallace said, 
to protect themselves against a right-wing coup encouraged by the 
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Truman administration. Truman responded: “I do not want and I 
will not accept the political support of Henry Wallace and his Com- 
munists. 2 

Wallace announced he would run for President as the candidate of 
a newly founded Progressive party. The new party would offer a 
pacific alternative to the militantly anti-Communist foreign policy 
supported by both major parties. “There is no real fight,” Wallace 
said, “between a Truman and a Republican.” Many analysts predicted 
that Wallace’s party would attract enough liberal and left-wing voters 
to end whatever chance Truman might have had of carrying states 
like New York, California, and Illinois. The new party was also 
expected to do grievous harm to Democratic candidates further down 
the ballot in several industrial states. In Illinois for example the pres- 
ence of the Wallace party appeared to doom the unusually strong 
Democratic state ticket led by Adlai Stevenson for governor and Paul 
Douglas for senator. 


SOUTHERN REBELLION 


Civil rights, the second emerging issue of 1948, posed an even more 
serious threat to the Democratic coalition. Racial injustice had been 
an issue the New Deal had not dared to touch. Liberalism had always 
in theory supported equal rights for blacks. But Roosevelt had feared 
that moving against racial oppression in the South would antagonize 
powerful southern Democrats like Garner, Robinson, Harrison, and 
Byrnes whose help he needed to get his economic program through 
Congress. (The “racial vision that Roosevelt brought to the presi- 
dency,” Nancy Weiss claims, would not in any case have motivated 
“him to pay particular attention to race. ”) In the 1930s the civil rights 
community made action at the federal level against lynching its high- 
est priority. (In 1933 alone, 24 blacks were lynched in the South. ) 
When liberals in Congress, led by Senator Robert Wagner of New 
York, sought enactment of a bill making lynching a federal crime, 
the administration withheld support. The anti-lynching bill several 
times passed the House but was consistently blocked by filibusters 
by southern Democrats in the Senate.” 

Blacks swung politically to the Democrats during the New Deal 
years, in part because they supported Roosevelt’s economic program, 
which benefited the disproportionate share of blacks who were 
among the poorest of the poor, and in part out of appreciation for 
Eleanor Roosevelt’s many expressions and acts supporting racial 
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equality which most blacks believed reflected the President’s true 
views. Still, black alignment with the Democrats remained far from 
monolithic—much less, for instance, than that of Jews. A 1944 sur- 
vey showed that 68 percent of blacks said they had voted for Roo- 
sevelt for a fourth term, but only 40 percent regarded themselves as 
Democrats. In many southern states the Democratic party continued 
systematically to exclude blacks.” 

Before he became President, Truman’s publicly expressed attitudes 
on race were not particularly liberal. “I wish to make clear,” he told 
a meeting of the National Colored Democratic Association in Chi- 
cago in 1940, “that I am not appealing for the social equality of the 
Negro. The Negro himself knows better than that, and the highest 
type of Negro leaders say quite frankly that they prefer the company 
of their own people.” As a senator from the Border state of Missouri, 
he had endorsed the anti-lynching bill but had voted against an anti- 
poll tax amendment to the soldiers’ vote bill. When Truman suc- 
ceeded to the White House, most white southern Democrats assumed 
that he would, at a minimum, continue Roosevelt’s policy of main- 
taining a low profile on civil rights.” 

Early in 1948, however, Truman, mindful of Wallace’s potential 
appeal for black voters in northern cities, and apparently also mo- 
tivated by genuine conversion to more liberal racial attitudes, called 
for the enactment of a far-reaching package of civil rights measures, 
including a federal anti-lynching law, a federal anti-poll tax law, a 
permanent Fair Employment Practices Commission, and a perma- 
nent Civil Rights Commission. Southern Democratic leaders reacted 
to Iruman’s civil rights program with outrage. The President’s pro- 
posal, said Senator Tom Connally of Texas, amounted to ‘“‘a lynching 
of the Constitution.” Representative Eugene Cox of Georgia (a key 
member of the conservative coalition) charged that “Harlem is wield- 
ing more influence with the administration than the entire white 
South.” Several southern Democratic state committees voted to 
withdraw from the national Democratic party unless it promised to 
reject “‘anti-Southern”’ laws.” 

By the time the Democratic national convention met in Philadel- 
phia in July, Truman was trying to play down differences with the 
South. His political operatives at the convention worked for approval 
of a vaguely worded civil rights platform plank that was acceptable 
to the more moderate southern leaders. But northern liberals, led by 
Hubert Humphrey, the young mayor of Minneapolis, won a floor 
fight for a plank endorsing in detail the administration’s civil rights 
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program. The Mississippi and Alabama delegations promptly walked 
out of the convention. 

A few days later, southern ‘‘States’ Rights” Democrats, commonly 
called “‘Dixiecrats,’’ assembled in Birmingham, Alabama, and nom- 
inated Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina to run for 
President. With the New Deal coalition now split into three com- 
peting parties running candidates for President, the chances of Tru- 
man’s winning election to a full term seemed minute. 


“GIVE ’EM HELL, HARRY” 


The Republican presidential nomination in 1948 appeared to be al- 
most as valuable a prize as the Democratic nomination had been in 
1932. A number of candidates, including Vandenberg (egged on by 
Henry Luce, still not fully satisfied with Dewey), Governor Earl 
Warren of California, and Harold Stassen, the youthful former gov- 
ernor of Minnesota (claiming to be the candidate of the generation 
that had fought in the war), took the field. But the principal con- 
tenders were clearly Dewey and Taft. Dewey, reelected governor of 
New York in 1946, exercised firm control over the nationwide po- 
litical network that had its financial roots in Wall Street. Taft, who 
had stood aside for Bricker in 1944, once more placed himself at the 
head of the faction of small-town, middle-class, Protestant, mostly 
midwestern conservatives who had fought the eastern conservatives 
for control of the Republican party since the days of Theodore Roo- 
sevelt and William Howard Taft. 

The struggle between Dewey and Taft partly reflected the clash 
between interventionism and isolationism. This conflict was not so 
salient in 1948, however, since Taft had not emphasized foreign policy 
in his leadership of Senate Republicans. The two candidates also 
differed on some aspects of domestic policy. Dewey favored accom- 
modating most of the economic reforms of the New Deal and even 
proposed further modest liberalization in some areas. Taft insisted 
on correcting some of the bad effects he believed the New Deal had 
introduced into American life, particularly in the area of labor-man- 
agement relations. But both men were essentially moderate con- 
servatives on most domestic issues. Taft, indeed, more than Dewey, 
had given serious attention to finding public means for relieving 
structural poverty without undermining freedom or economic effi- 
ciency. “If the free enterprise system does not do its best to prevent 
hardship and poverty,” Taft warned, “it will find itself superseded 
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by a less progressive system which does.” The federal government, 
he proposed, should maintain a system of “insurance to everyone 
unless he refuses to work, a minimum standard of living, but it must 
be held within a reasonable cost, without destroying local self-gov- 
ernment, and without removing the incentive to work which is the 
very keystone to adequate production.” Even Taft’s reputation as an 
implacable foe of organized labor was not wholly deserved. When 
Truman in 1946 during a railroad strike that threatened to paralyze 
the national economy proposed legislation to draft strikers, the bill 
passed overwhelmingly in the House, but Taft almost singlehandedly 
blocked it in the Senate, arguing that such action would violate 
fundamental American liberties.” 

The difference between Republicans supporting Dewey and those 
supporting Taft, in 1948 at least, was more cultural than anything 
else. Dewey represented the high-powered, cosmopolitan, modern- 
izing, business-oriented conservatism of the Northeast, symbolized 
by Wall Street; Taft represented the more cautious, insular, tradition- 
oriented conservatism of the Midwest, symbolized by Main Street. 

In the late 1940s the rapidly growing Far West was coming to hold 
the balance of power within the Republican party between Wall Street 
and Main Street. Earl Warren, elected governor of California in 1942, 
sometimes advertised himself as a progressive in the mold of Hiram 
Johnson (who died in 1945). But Warren’s “progressivism” was ac- 
tually of a different kind, more pragmatic than idealistic, more akin 
to the permissive social mores of Hollywood than to the crusading 
moral absolutism of the old Bull Moosers. 

At the Republican national convention in Philadelphia Dewey led 
on the first ballot with 434 votes; Taft had 224; Stassen had 157; and 
a number of favorite sons, including Warren of California and Van- 
denberg of Michigan, had the remaining 279. At the end of an in- 
conclusive second ballot, Stassen proposed an alliance with Taft and 
the lesser candidates to prevent Dewey from achieving a majority. 
Warren refused to join the coalition. Without California, the stop- 
Dewey blockade could not succeed. Dewey swept to nomination on 
the third ballot (the last time, at least through 1988, a Republican 
convention was to go more than one ballot) and took Warren as his 
running mate. 

Truman, nominated for a full term by a deeply pessimistic Dem- 
Ocratic convention, also meeting in Philadelphia, set out on an ex- 
tensive ‘‘whistle-stop” campaign that carried him by railroad all over 
the country. As President, Truman had turned out to be more a 
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liberal than a Jimmy Byrnes-type moderate. His domestic program, 
later called the Fair Deal, went beyond anything Roosevelt had pro- 
posed for expanding the national welfare state. Liberalism by Tru- 
man’s time had come to advocate a major role for the federal 
government in financing and in some cases managing a broad array 
of services in areas like medical care, income maintenance for the 
poor and aging, economic renewal of decaying cities, education, and 
housing. Truman flavored his programmatic liberalism with dashes 
of populist rancor that tickled members of two important electoral 
groups: organized labor and small farmers. 

The unions, having got over their anger with Truman for his 
proposal to draft strikers in 1946, and grateful for his veto of the 
Taft-Hartley bill (though the veto had been overriden by Congress), 
had become staunch supporters of the administration. At the Dem- 
ocratic convention, they played an important part in forestalling an 
attempt by some liberals to replace Truman with a more popular 
candidate. (The liberals’ first choice—astonishingly, in view of later 
developments—was General Dwight Eisenhower, the nation’s most 
popular military commander in the Second World War. After some 
vacillation, Eisenhower, who had recently become president of Co- 
lumbia University, announced his non-availability.) 

Farmers, on the other hand, were generally counted firmly in 
Dewey’s camp. Most of the midwestern farm states had voted for 
Dewey in 1944, and hardly anybody—except Truman—thought any 
of them might go Democratic in 1948. Farm income, however, was 
down from its record high of 1947, and many farmers were inclined 
to accept Iruman’s argument that the Republican eightieth Congress 
was partly to blame. Besides, farmers generally liked Truman’s style, 
and many found Dewey (though he had grown up in Michigan) 
annoyingly representative of the smug and sophisticated East. 

Still, the polls showed Dewey far ahead, and the New York gov- 
ernor campaigned as though his election were a foregone conclusion. 
At the end of September the Roper polling organization decided that 
Dewey’s victory was so certain that it stopped making surveys. 

Truman pressed on. In town after town, speaking from the rear 
platform of his campaign train, he delivered vitriolic attacks on 
Dewey and the Republican Congress. The crowds seemed to enjoy 
the show. Scattered individuals began calling: “Give ’em hell, 
Harry!” Most reporters discounted the crowds as composed of Dem- 
ocratic faithful or people out for the fun of hearing the President, in 
the manner of Andrew Jackson and Bryan, lambaste the money 
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power back East. (Ronald Reagan once told me that when Truman 
came to Los Angeles he and Georgie Jessel, the comedian and a 
Democratic fundraiser, got the President in the back seat of a lim- 
ousine and asked if he thought “he had a chance to win this thing.” 
Of course, Truman said. “Of course I’m going to win. The people 
are with me.” Their hopes only slightly raised, Reagan and Jessel 
continued to raise money for the Democratic cause.)*” 

The election, as everyone knows, produced the biggest upset in 
American political history. Dewey carried New York, Pennsylvania, 
and most of the rest of the Northeast (playing for the last time its 
old role of banner region for a Republican national ticket), four states 
on the Great Plains, and Michigan, Indiana, and Oregon. Thurmond 
carried the Deep South states of Alabama, Louisiana, Mississippi, 
and South Carolina. (In all these states the States’ Rights ticket was 
listed on the ballot under the Democratic label. In Alabama, electors 
for Truman were not even permitted on the ballot.) Truman won 
almost everywhere else. (See Figure 14-1.) Wallace’s ticket failed to 
attract support from organized labor or blacks and won only a bit 
more than 2 percent of the national popular vote. Thurmond ran far 
behind in the rim South—the states that had voted for Hoover on 
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Figure 14-1 Electoral vote by states, 1948 


Source: Historical Statistics of the United States, Bureau of the Census, 1961 
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the religious and prohibition issues in 1928. (Texas voted 65 percent 
for Truman, 25 percent for Dewey, and only 9 percent for Thurmond; 
Virginia, 48 percent for Truman, 41 percent for Dewey, and Io 
percent for Thurmond.) Thurmond’s share of the national popular 
vote was only 2.4 percent. Truman carried the rim South, most of 
the Midwest (including Iowa, Wisconsin, and Ohio, states with large 
farm populations that Dewey had won in 1944), and all of the Far 
West, including California, except Oregon. Overall, Truman won 
just under ṣo percent of the national popular vote, compared to 45 
percent for Dewey. 

Truman’s victory was accompanied by sweeping Democratic gains 
in congressional and state races. The Democrats picked up 75 seats 
in the House and 11 in the Senate, reestablishing majorities in both 
bodies. Among the Democrats replacing Republicans in the Senate 
were Hubert Humphrey from Minnesota and Paul Douglas from 
Illinois, both future liberal luminaries. Lyndon Johnson was elected 
to the Senate from Texas and Estes Kefauver from Tennessee, both 
winning seats formerly held by more conservative Democrats. 

Outside the Northeast and the Deep South, the New Deal coalition 
had seemed to hold firm. But trends had been set in motion that 
within a few elections were to produce a strikingly different config- 
uration of national politics. 


oe FIFTEEN %¥ 


Decline of State and Local 
Machines 


DURING THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, patronage—the exchange of gov- 
ernment jobs for political services—had been the basic material re- 
source for the state and local machines through which the national 
parties carried on most of their electoral operations. Beginning with 
passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883, federal patronage had been 
greatly reduced. The machines had fallen back on state and local 
governments to maintain the supply of jobs for party workers. 

The turn-of-the-century progressives made elimination of the pa- 
tronage system in state and local government one of their principal 
objectives. In most of the West, they largely succeeded. But in the 
older industrial states of the Northeast and the lower Great Lakes 
region, and in a different way in the one-party South, the patronage 
system survived and the machines continued to function much as 
before. 

In the 1950s, as part of the aftermath of the Second World War, 
a new wave of reformers renewed attack on the surviving state and 
local machines. Altered cultural, economic, and technological con- 
ditions made the machines increasingly vulnerable. By the end of 
the 1950s, they were on the defensive in most of their old strongholds. 

The machines had exacted heavy prices in governmental ineffi- 
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ciency and social and moral corruption. But, in addition to their 
humanizing effects on government, they had provided much of the 
means through which the parties maintained internal discipline and 
communicatd with the voters. If they vanished, the parties would 
have to find new bases for support. 


A DECADE OF CONSENSUS 


In 1952 the Republicans recaptured the White House and won narrow 
majorities in both houses of Congress—the last time Republicans 
were to achieve united control of the federal executive and legislative 
branches, at least through 1992. Dwight Eisenhower had discovered 
that he was a Republican and, after defeating Taft for his party’s 
presidential nomination, had gone on to trounce the Democratic 
candidate, Governor Adlai Stevenson of Illinois, by a wide margin. 

With Eisenhower the Republicans had at last found a candidate, 
and a President, who could bring new faces to leadership positions, 
improve the administration of government, and provide reassurance 
for groups that felt threatened by the growing power of the federal 
government, without raising fears that the welfare state programs 
established by the New Deal would be dismantled or radically 
changed. Eisenhower’s views on domestic policy were almost as 
conservative as Taft’s, but he did not feel obliged to upset the balance 
between the welfare state and the market economy that had been 
reached by the end of the 1930s. 

On foreign policy Eisenhower’s nomination and election repre- 
sented a decisive victory for internationalism within the Republican 
party. After Taft’s death at the end of 1953 most conservatives swung 
toward aggressive anti-Communist interventionism. This was not 
exactly the kind of internationalism practiced by the moderate es- 
tablishment, but for the time being at least it did not represent as 
troublesome a challenge as that posed by traditional isolationism. 
The triumph of internationalism in the Republican party assured a 
broad internationalist consensus in the entire polity. Eisenhower 
could count on support on most foreign-policy issues from such 
moderate Democratic congressional leaders as House Speaker Sam 
Rayburn and Lyndon Johnson, who became Senate Democratic leader 
in 1953, and also from liberal cold-war “‘realists” like Hubert Hum- 
phrey and John F. Kennedy, elected to the Senate from Massachusetts 
i 19/§2: 

Eisenhower therefore was able to govern on the basis of a degree 
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of consensus on both domestic and foreign policy unusual in Amer- 
ican politics. This circumstance helped persuade many scholars and 
journalists that the nation, and perhaps the entire developed world, 
were approaching “‘the end of ideology’’—a prediction soon refuted 
by events of the 1960s. 


EMERGENCE OF NATIONAL PARTIES 


While the ideological differences between the parties were less dis- 
tinct than usual in the 1950s, the two national party committees 
developed more institutional resources and impact than ever before 
in their histories. The institutional growth of the national committees 
probably reflected underlying trends toward centralization and bur- 
eaucratization that are common to most extended organizations in 
modern industrial societies. But it also had sources that were specific 
to the time and to particular situations within the two parties. ' 

Eisenhower reposed great confidence in Leonard Hall, a former 
New York congressman and Dewey operative who became chairman 
of the Republican National Committee in 1953. Applying the army 
staff system to politics as well as to the administration of the executive 
branch, the President made Hall his director of political operations 
and gave the RNC major responsibility for managing his reelection 
campaign in 1956. Under Hall’s leadership, the RNC expanded its 
staff to about 300 in presidential election years and 100 the rest of 
the time. Following the advice of Eisenhower’s friend, DeWitt Wal- 
lace, publisher of the Reader’s Digest, the RNC undertook the first 
direct-mail fundraising campaign launched by a national party.” 

Stevenson, who despite his loss to Eisenhower had come out of 
the 1952 election with enhanced prestige, concurrently encouraged 
a growing role for the Democratic National Committee, in part to 
offset the fairly conservative image conveyed by the party’s con- 
gressional leadership. A major factor in the expanding activity of 
the DNC was the innovative energy of Paul Butler of Indiana, 
who, with Stevenson’s support, became national chairman in 1954. 
Through Butler’s success as a fundraiser among both the party’s big 
givers and thousands of smaller contributors, the DNC by the end 
of the 1950s was approaching parity in resources and staff with the 
RNC.? 

The most important national party development during the 1950s 
was Butler’s establishment of a council of policy advisers attached 
to the DNC. After his defeat in 1952, Stevenson had set up an 
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informal cadre of policy specialists that became known as the “Fin- 
letter group,” after Thomas Finletter, a secretary of the air force 
under Truman and a leader of the reform faction in Democratic 
politics in New York City, who took responsibility for organizing 
its meetings. The Finletter group, made up mostly of liberal uni- 
versity professors, former federal government officials, and a few 
politicians, prepared policy papers on a wide range of issues that 
became the programmatic base for Stevenson’s second bid for the 
presidency.‘ 

In 1956 Stevenson again won the Democratic presidential nomi- 
nation but again lost to Eisenhower—this time by an even larger 
majority, and with his political prestige damaged rather than in- 
creased. A few weeks after the 1956 election, Butler received DNC 
approval for continuing the work of the Finletter group through a 
formal adjunct to the national party to be known as the Democratic 
Advisory Council. The purpose of the council, Butler announced, 
would be to shape legislative proposals that would implement the 
party's “progressive, forward-looking platform.” Among the 20 
party leaders whom Butler named to the council were Truman, Ste- 
venson, Estes Kefauver (Stevenson’s 1956 running mate), Eleanor 
Roosevelt, Rayburn, Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, John Ken- 
nedy, four other members of the House and two other members of 
the Senate, three governors, and one mayor.’ 

Rayburn, choosing to interpret the council as an attempt to form 
a party body outside Congress that would prescribe policy on leg- 
islative issues, immediately announced from his home in Texas that 
he and the other four House members Butler had designated would 
not serve. Lyndon Johnson, who had earlier indicated to Butler that 
he favored the idea, changed course and supported Rayburn’s po- 
sition. Kennedy, too, for a time declined to serve. As a result of the 
congressional boycott instigated by Rayburn and Johnson, the council 
when it began to function in 1957 was heavily weighted toward the 
party's northern liberal wing. Only two members of Congress, Ke- 
fauver and Humphrey, were on the original council. Its deliberations 
were therefore much more ideologically homogeneous, and the po- 
sitions it took more aggressively liberal, than would have been the 
case if all the persons originally named by Butler had accepted. It 
nevertheless was identified as “the party’s official policy-making 
body,” which, as James Sundquist has pointed out, “gave weight to 
its pronouncements within and outside the party.” 

On many issues, the council simply gave its endorsement to po- 
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sitions that already were supported by a consensus among Democrats 
in Congress. But Sundquist cites two important instances where the 
council got out in front of the party and played a major role in shaping 
what came to be regarded as Democratic positions: advocacy of a 
liberal civil rights policy; and promotion of an expansionary fiscal 
policy, called for by the council’s subcommittee on economic policy 
headed by John Kenneth Galbraith of Harvard. By forcefully at- 
tacking the Eisenhower administration from a liberal perspective, in 
contast to the more accommodating approach favored by Rayburn 
and Johnson, the council began drawing clearer ideological distinc- 
tions between the parties toward the end of the 1950s. In November 
1959, Kennedy, preparing to seek the 1960 Democratic presidential 
nomination, accepted membership on the council.’ 


LAST HURRAHS? 


The national party organizations expanded their operations during 
the 1950s in part to fill the gap caused by the decline of many state 
and city machines. ‘““The old boss was strong simply because he held 
all the cards,” says a character in Edwin O’Connor’s novel, The Last 
Hurrah, explaining the fall of the fictional boss, Frank Skeffington, 
based on Boston’s Mayor and Massachusett’s Governor James Mi- 
chael Curley. “If anybody wanted anything—jobs, favors, cash—he 
could only go to the boss, the local leader. What Roosevelt did was 
to take the handouts out of local hands. A few little things like Social 
Security, Unemployment Insurance, and the like—that’s what 
shifted the gears. . . . No need now to depend on the boss for every- 
thing; the Federal Government was getting into the act. Otherwise 
known as a social revolution. ”’8 

At the time The Last Hurrah appeared in 1956, old-fashioned pa- 
tronage-based machines appeared reasonably strong—in some cases 
invincible—in many cities and some states. In New York, Carmine 
DeSapio had revived Tammany Hall and largely controlled distri- 
bution of city patronage during the first two terms of Mayor Robert 
Wagner. In Pittsburgh, Mayor David Lawrence ruled with an iron 
hand and was preparing the drive that took him to the governorship 
of Pennsylvania in 1958. In Jersey City, the Hague machine had been 
overthrown in 1949 when Hague tried to pass on the leadership to 
his nephew, but the Democratic organization that succeeded it re- 
tained many of its characteristics. 

In Philadelphia, good-government reformers, led by Joseph Sill 
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Clark and Richardson Dilworth, both members of the city’s social 
and business establishment, had in the early 1950’s at last broken the 
power of the old Republican machine—almost the last entrenched 
Republican organization in a major city. In order to oust the machine, 
Clark, who became mayor in 1952, and Dilworth, who succeeded 
him in 1956, formed an alliance with the formerly weak Democratic 
city organization led by Congressman William Green. By the end 
of the 1950s the Democratic organization, now including many of 
the former Republican division leaders within its ranks and using 
familiar machine techniques, was already crowding the reformers 
out of city government. This process was completed in 1962 when 
Dilworth resigned as mayor to run (unsuccessfully) for governor of 
Pennsylvania.’ 

In Chicago, Richard Daley, Democratic leader in the city’s heavily 
Irish Bridgeport section, replaced Jacob Arvey as Democratic party 
chairman in the early 1950s and then got himself elected mayor in 
1955. As mayor, Daley retained the party chairmanship—the first 
time since Anton Cermak that political and governmental power in 
the city had been concentrated in the hands of one man. Daley quickly 
set about further strengthening the already formidable Democratic 
city machine. He was said to pass personally on every application 
for the more than 30,000 jobs distributed by the Democratic orga- 
nization. Democratic slate-making for city, county, and soon state 
offices was consolidated “‘under himself and a trusted few within the 
party: 9 

Daley made himself popular with the city’s business community 
by launching huge construction programs and building expressways 
that brought millions of dollars of investment into the downtown 
Loop. But the bulwark of his strength remained, as under Kelly and 
Nash, the patronage army. In Bridgeport, where Daley continued 
to live in a modest dwelling, about 2,000 out of 40,000 residents held 
government jobs controlled by the machine.” 

Alderman Vito Marzullo, representing an Italian and Polish ward 
on the near Southwest Side, explained to Mike Royko, a reporter 
for the Chicago Sun-Times, how the system worked: “I got an assistant 
state’s attorney, and I got an assistant attorney general. I got an 
electrical inspector at twelve thousand dollars a year, and I got street 
inspectors and surveyors, and a county highway inspector. I got an 
administrative assistant to the zoning board and some people in the 
secretary of state’s office. I got fifty-nine precinct captains and they 
all got assistants and they all got jobs. The lawyers I got in jobs don’t 


310 THE NEW DEAL ERA 


have to work precincts, but they have to come by my ward office 
and give free legal advice to the people of the ward. ”!? 

Patronage-based Democratic machines also functioned effectively 
in Baltimore, St. Louis, Cleveland, Memphis, New Orleans, Albany, 
and many smaller cities. Republican counterparts dominated sub- 
urban bailiwicks like Nassau and Suffolk counties on Long Island, 
Delaware and Montgomery counties outside Philadelphia, and the 
“ring counties” around Chicago. Traditional machines also existed 
in the anthracite and bituminous coal-mining regions of Pennsyl- 
vania, the mountain counties of eastern Ohio and West Virginia, the 
river counties of southern Indiana, the “Egypt” section of southern 
Illinois, the Creole parishes of southern Louisiana, and the Mexican- 
American counties of south Texas. 

At the state level, party machines controlled government payrolls 
in the belt of commercial and industrial states reaching from Mas- 
sachusetts to Illinois. Party turnover in most of these states had be- 
come fairly common by the rg9sos. But the party holding the 
governorship took full advantage of state government patronage to 
reward party workers. As late as 1963 the governor of Pennsylvania 
could turn over more than 40,000 jobs without any kind of civil 
service protection. In West Virginia the governor controlled about 
15,000 jobs. Persons appointed to jobs on a political basis were usually 
assessed between I and 3 percent of their salaries to support the 
machine. In Indiana the governor customarily awarded the agency 
for selling state license plates in each county, a lucrative enterprise, 
to his party’s county chairman (a system that continued into the 
1980s. )'4 


WHY THE MACHINES FAILED 


Machines that had existed at the turn of the century and had survived 
the assaults of the progressives seemed in many places to be carrying 
on much as before. Was O’Connor then wrong in diagnosing the 
twilight of the machines? Not really, though the trend he detected 
did not become fully developed until the 1960s. 

Even where they remained conspicuously prominent on the po- 
litical landscape, most machines had developed deep fissures. Some 
of the strongest Democratic machines, including that of Chicago, 
had been unable to check the Eisenhower tide in 1956, and patronage- 
based Republican machines in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana had 
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lost their states’ governorships when public sentiment turned against 
them. Many machines could no longer count on dominating their 
own party’s primary—long regarded as the minimum requirement 
for an effective organization. Interest groups, sensing where real 
power lay, increasingly made their contributions directly to office- 
holders or candidates rather than to party organizations. 

What had happened? In part, as O’Connor claimed, the welfare 
function of the machines was being taken over by programs at least 
partly financed and in some cases managed by the federal govern- 
ment. Low-income voters who used to depend on the precinct captain 
for occasional handouts or access to such government programs as 
existed had come to regard welfare services as rights to which they 
were entitled as citizens. Though the stronger machines still exer- 
cised, or strove to give the impression of exercising, some influence 
over the distribution of government benefits, the federal bureaucracy, 
particularly after passage of the Hatch Act, became largely free of 
domination by party organizations. 

State and city governments, reacting to pressures from civic 
groups, public employee unions, and the press, also began to pro- 
fessionalize their work forces. “This trend,” writes Roger Lutchin, 
“began to hit the police forces by the 1930s, the housing departments 
from the time of their creation in the thirties, and welfare from the 
1930s, and continued to be important in departments such as health 
and education, where the trend had become significant earlier.” 
Professional public servants, and their unions, sought “to sever the 
link between the ward politicians and the dispensation of [govern- 
ment] services. 

Professionalization of government work forces undermined the 
machines’ most vital resource: the patronage system. By 1961, 52 
percent of cities with over 500,000 population had “substantially all 
employees under civil service,” and there were no cities in this cat- 
egory without some jobs protected by civil service. Smaller per- 
centages of less heavily populated cities maintained full merit-system 
protection and 41 percent of cities from 10,000 to 100,000 had no 
civil service at all (Table 15-1). 

The trend, however, clearly was in the direction of expanding 
merit-system coverage. At the state level, too, the old strongholds 
of the patronage system began to give away. In Pennsylvania, where 
the state government in the 1950s had supported the largest patronage 
army in the nation, William Scranton, elected governor with the 
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Table 15-1 Civil Service Coverage in Cities, Distributed by Population 
Groups, 1961 


Percentage of Cities with 
Substantially All Employees Some but Not All No Civil 


under Civil Service under Civil Service 
Population Service 
Over 500,000 52 48 0 
100,000-250,000 44 41 15 
10,000—100, 000 26 39 41 


Source: Edward C. Banfield and James Q. Wilson, City Politics (Harvard University Press, 
1963), pp. 207-208. 


backing of the old Republican state machine in 1962, won enactment 
in 1963 of a civil service reform law that sharply reduced the number 
of patronage jobs. 

Even where merit systems were legally in place, determined pol- 
iticians could still evade their rules. Chicago, for example, according 
to the 1962 Municipal Yearbook, provided civil service protection for 
all city employees except those employed by public utilities. The 
Daley machine got around this impediment by hiring most city 
workers as “temporary” jobholders (as in a sense no doubt they 
were), who did not qualify for civil service protection. But a system 
that could be maintained only through subterfuge was on a slippery 
footing. Eventually the courts would act against it—as indeed hap- 
pened in Chicago in the 1970s. 

Without patronage the machines could not go on for long in the 
old way. As the experience of the Republican machine in Philadelphia 
in the 1950s showed, political workers who have been largely mo- 
tivated by government jobs, or the hope of obtaining government 
jobs, will not continue when the machines no longer have jobs to 
deliver. !8 

Machines deprived of patronage armies were not, of course, with- 
out resources so long as they controlled or influenced the placement 
of government contracts or the enforcement of government regu- 
lations. As Raymond Wolfinger has written, “The New Deal did 
not abolish the contractor’s natural desire to minimize the risks of 
competitive bidding, or the landlord’s equally natural desire to avoid 
the burdens of the housing code.” Wolfinger found in a study of the 
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New Haven, Connecticut, Democratic machine in the 1960s that “‘t 
was commonplace for city or party officials to ‘advise’ a prime con- 
tractor about which local subcontractors, suppliers, and insurance 
agencies to patronize. ... A contractor hoping to build a school 
would be likely to buy his performance bonds from the bond and 
insurance agency headed by the Democratic National Committee- 
man. ... During one mayoralty campaign a party official asked a 
reluctant businessman, ‘Look, you son of a bitch, do you want a 
snow-removal contract or don’t you?’ In the 1957 mayoralty election 
the biggest individual contributor, who gave $1,500 to the ruling 
Democratic party, was a partner in the architectural firm that de- 
signed the two new high schools. . . 719 

Removing the distribution of government jobs from politics did 
not necessarily reduce corruption. Graft and political shakedowns 
have survived the demise of most of the old patronage machines into 
the 1990s, as newspaper headlines almost daily testify. 

What the traditional party machines had brought to the table, 
however, was their patronage armies. In return for a say in awarding 
government contracts or granting zoning variances, and in setting 
the general direction of government, they provided officeholders 
with legions of workers in the wards and precincts and with cash 
raised by assessing the political jobholders’ salaries. Deprived of pa- 
tronage, the party bosses lost much of their leverage with elected 
officeholders. Governors, mayors, legislators, and councilmen might 
still sell political favors and extort campaign contributions from busi- 
nesses—as some clearly have done. But they no longer had much 
reason to share these opportunities with party organizations. The 
money they raised could more sensibly be used to finance their own 
campaigns—paying for expensive advertising on television and em- 
ployment of the new breed of political consultants—or simply for 
their personal enrichment. Party organizations might have some re- 
sidual value in promoting harmony in government or advancing 
common ideological goals. But the role of the party machine as a 
powerful force over state and local government was bound to decline. 


A NEW KIND OF VOTER 


The machines faced other problems. Television, more than news- 
papers or even radio ever had done, made it possible for officeholders 
and candidates to communicate directly with their constituents rather 
than relying on party workers to build their reputations and spread 
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their messages. Even in places where neighborhood canvassers could 
still be mobilized for door-to-door campaigning, they were not as 
effective as they once had been. 

Rising levels of income and education produced new generations 
of voters who had less need of their precinct captain’s services and 
did not readily accept instructions, or pleas, on how to vote. Deep 
reduction in the flow of immigration greatly diminished the supply 
of foreign-born who would look to the precinct captain for help in 
finding jobs or dealing with government. As children and grand- 
children of immigrants lost interest in ethnic attachments and moved 
away from old neighborhoods, the machines lost some of their func- 
tion of speaking for ethnic and religious solidarity. 

The movement of blacks from the South to northern cities at first 
reinforced the hold of Democratic city machines but ultimately put 
heavy strains on their cohesion. By the 1950s most northern blacks 
were Democrats, or at least voted Democratic, and the new arrivals 
at first became loyal backers of Democratic city machines. Heavy 
support from black wards was crucial to Daley’s rise to power in 
Chicago. Blacks played a major role in tipping Philadelphia to the 
Democratic party in the early 1950s. But the large influx of blacks 
was perceived as threatening by many of the machines’ white con- 
stituents. 

American cities have always been subject to tension among dif- 
fering racial, ethnic, and religious groups. In the 1840s and 1850s 
city politics was torn by conflict between nativist Protestants and 
immigrant Catholics that led to numerous riots and produced the 
short-lived American (Know-Nothing) party. Since the latter part 
of the nineteenth century, however, when non-Anglo-Saxon ethnic 
groups became majorities in most major northeastern and midwest- 
ern cities, the machines had been fairly successful at brokering the 
interests of different groups. Irish Catholics, the first of the non- 
Protestant groups to arrive in large numbers, had generally taken 
the lead in organizing Democratic machines. Members of other 
groups felt, with some reason, that the Irish kept for themselves a 
disproportionate share of the political rewards. (In New Haven in 
the 1930s, for example, first- and second-generation Irish made up 
only 13 percent of the population but held 49 percent of city gov- 
ernment jobs.) But a sense of shared interest against old-stock 
Protestant establishments held most non-Protestant ethnic groups 
together within the Democratic party and made them willing to 
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accept trade-offs with each other in the distribution of government 
benefits and services. 

Blacks did not fit so easily into this pattern. Before the 1930s 
blacks had been predominantly Republican. As they entered Dem- 
ocratic ranks, and often provided Democratic candidates with mar- 
gins of victory in close city and state elections, they naturally 
expected their share of the rewards. But many of the machines’ white 
constituents regarded the great black migration of the 1950s as im- 
periling their personal security, their property, and what they had 
come to regard as their common American culture. They looked to 
the machines to protect their interests against blacks, as the machines 
claimed to represent working-class whites against the old-line Prot- 
estant establishments. But the machines now also represented the 
blacks. Most machine leaders for a time followed the course of seek- 
ing to preserve the political dominance of the white ethnic groups 
to which they themselves belonged while giving blacks gradually 
increasing shares of government jobs, benefits, and elective offices. 
The result was that in many cases they antagonized both sides. Many 
blacks continued to feel, correctly, that they were getting the shorter 
end of the stick. And many ethnic whites believed the machines were 
abandoning their interests in pursuit of black votes. At the end of 
the 1950s the two racial constituencies still usually hung together 
within the Democratic party. But the machines, already structurally 
weakened, were finding it difficult to serve both sides of what were 
perceived as conflicting racial interests. 

Perhaps most damaging of all, machines had acquired an appar- 
ently unalterably bad image in American culture. This had always 
been true among the Protestant middle class, but now many of the 
machines’ own traditional constituents among Catholics, Jews, 
blacks, and working-class white Protestants, or their children, had 
come to view the machines as sinister. This reputation was partly 
the result of first-hand acquaintance with the darker side of the ma- 
chines’ operations. But it was also due to impressions conveyed by 
the press, movies, and (later) television, in which bosses and their 
associates almost always were portrayed as “bad guys.” An insti- 
tution laboring under the burden of general condemnation in popular 
culture was sure to have a difficult future. 


Se SIXTEEN W 


Movement Politics 
The Republican Hard Right 


JOHN F. KENNEDY’S ELECTION as President in 1960 restored liberal 
Democrats to control of the executive branch and to a leadership role 
in setting the direction of national policy. Though the Democrats 
had regained majorities in both house of Congress in 1954, greatly 
augmented by the Democratic landslide of 1958 (caused by that year’s 
deep economic recession), the narrowness of Kennedy’s victory over 
Richard Nixon, the Republican candidate, caused the administration 
at first to proceed with caution. In the months before Kennedy’s 
assassination in Dallas in November, 1963, however, the dynamic 
young President was pressing vigorously for enactment of the liberal 
agenda that had been developed by Democrats in Congress and the 
Democratic Advisory Council during the late 1950s. 

After Kennedy’s death, Lyndon Johnson, the new President, uti- 
lized the wave of public emotion produced by the assassination, 
together with his own unequaled mastery of legislative politics, to 
win congressional approval for major additions to the welfare state. 
In his state of the union and budget messages in January 1964, Johnson 
called for an “unconditional war” on poverty that would deploy the 
resources of the federal government to eradicate “the roots of poverty 
in urban and rural areas.” In June, Congress passed the landmark 
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Civil Rights Act of 1964, prohibiting racial discrimination in public 
accommodations and employment. In August, Johnson won enact- 
ment of anti-poverty legislation providing funds for community 
action and job-training programs. Other important administration 
proposals, however, including medicare and federal aid to elementary 
and secondary education, were still blocked by the lingering power 
of the conservative coalition in Congress. ! 

The revival of liberalism in the early 1960s, and the renewal of 
the Democrats as the national majority party, were accompanied by 
the development of a new kind of politics, more devoted to ideology 
than to party but prepared to make a national party its political 
instrument. The conservative version of movement politics, zeal- 
ously promoting right-wing ideology (more fully defined below), 
took hold in 1964 in the Republican party and won a crucial victory 
at that year’s Republican national convention. By the summer of 
1968, the emergence of a counterculture and fervid opposition to the 
Vietnam War had made the liberal version of movement politics a 
powerful force in the Democratic party. 

Ideological movements and their associated special-interest groups 
to some extent took the place of the old patronage-based machines 
as mobilizers of voter participation. By their very nature, however, 
they were less suited than the machines had been to maintain broad 
coalitions within parties or to manage the pragmatic compromises 
needed for effective government in a country so diverse as the United 
States. Often they seemed more intent on making an ideological 
statement than in achieving attainable political goals. And the ex- 
treme positions they sometimes imposed on the parties with which 
they were allied further eroded the attachments of many voters to 
either major party. 


PROGRESSIVE REPUBLICANS 


At the beginning of the 1960s conservative Republicans critical of 
Eisenhower’s willingness to accommodate most aspects of the wel- 
fare state retained major influence within the party’s ranks in Con- 
gress but seemed to have little chance of playing a determining role 
in selecting Republican presidential nominees. Most political com- 
mentators and Republican politicians expected after the 1960 election 
that Nelson Rockefeller, elected governor of New York in 1958, 
would be the Republican party’s candidate for President in 1964. 
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Nixon, despite the closeness of the 1960 election, seemed unlikely 
to be given a second chance to run against Kennedy. 

At the Republican national convention in Chicago in 1960, a band 
of mostly young conservatives had staged a brief uprising when 
Nixon, who had locked up the presidential nomination early, insisted 
on including in the platform a progressive civil rights plank called 
for by Rockefeller. The conservatives had put forward Senator Barry 
Goldwater, who had been elected to the Senate from the formerly 
predominantly Democratic state of Arizona on the Eisenhower tide 
in 1952, as their candidate for President. Goldwater had withdrawn 
his name in a ringing speech calling on conservatives to work to 
move the national party in their ideological direction. He immedi- 
ately became the hero of what was coming to be known as the 
“conservative movement.” 

In 1961 a coalition of conservatives, most of whom were ‘‘ama- 
teurs” (in James Q. Wilson’s sense of persons motivated primarily 
by ideological goals rather than by a desire to win office), set out to 
win the 1964 presidential nomination for Goldwater. But Goldwater’s 
base seemed smaller than Taft’s had been, and he at first appeared 
unlikely to break the moderate wing’s dominance in the national 
Republican party. 

Rockefeller, grandson of both John D. Rockefeller, founder of 
America’s most famous fortune, and Nelson Aldrich, conservative 
Republican leader of the Senate in the early 1900s, was not quite the 
political personification of the New York establishment that Dewey 
had been. The Rockefeller resources were so vast that the family 
formed a kind of economic and social principality of its own, a bit 
outside the establishment and not entirely trusted by it—somewhat 
as the Adams family in Boston had been idiosyncratic and inde- 
pendent and somewhat distrusted by State Street bankers. Nelson 
Rockefeller had served in the state department under Franklin Roo- 
sevelt, but he seems never to have given serious thought to breaking 
with his family’s Republican heritage. Under Eisenhower he had for 
a while been under secretary of the newly created department of 
health, education, and welfare. But he had grown dissatisfied with 
the kind of moderate, essentially reactive, conservatism represented 
by Dewey and Eisenhower. 

As governor of New York he placed himself in the tradition of 
Theodore Roosevelt, which seemed to offer a more dynamic creed 
than Eisenhower’s moderation or Richard Nixon’s pragmatism. His 
faltering effort to oppose Nixon for the Republican nomination in 
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1960 had failed to get off the ground and had revealed a lack of 
empathy with grassroots Republicanism beyond the Alleghenies. The 
announcement in November 1961 of his divorce from his wife of 31 
years clouded his standing with moral conservatives. (Polls showed 
that Stevenson’s divorce had not affected his candidacy in 1952 but 
had hurt him, particularly among Catholics, in 1956.) But Rockefeller 
still seemed the party’s natural choice to run against Kennedy in 
1964. 

The 1962 midterm elections appeared to bring further strength 
to the moderate-to-progressive wing of the Republican party. 
Rockefeller was easily reelected, and William Scranton and George 
Romney, who identified themselves as progressives, won the gov- 
ernorships of Pennsylvania and Michigan, respectively, replacing 
Democrats. In Ohio, James Rhodes, a hard-nosed pragmatist in the 
line of business-oriented Republican bosses like Hanna and Platt, but 
friendly to Rockefeller, was elected governor. Nixon, meanwhile, 
was losing his attempt to recover his California base by replacing 
Edmund (“Pat”) Brown as governor (leading to a wild press con- 
ference on the morning after the election at which he promised re- 
porters they would not “have Nixon to kick around any 
NORE Ks. are"): 

The kind of Republican progressivism represented by Rockefeller, 
Scranton, and Romney, and by senators like Jacob Javits of New 
York, Clifford Case of New Jersey, and Thomas Kuchel of California, 
shared some qualities with Democratic liberalism, as right-wing Re- 
publicans never tired of pointing out, but it was also different in 
important ways. Like the liberals, the Republican progressives were 
strong advocates of federal and state legislation against racial or ethnic 
discrimination. Moreover, they believed the federal government had 
a role in meeting public needs for education, health care, housing, 
city renewal, and income maintenance for retired people and the 
poor. But, unlike liberals, and unlike many turn-of-the-century pro- 
gressives, the new Republican progressives were not antagonistic 
toward corporate business. 

Liberalism under Stevenson and Kennedy had to some extent 
pulled away from the anti-business stance that had often been taken 
by Franklin Roosevelt and Truman. But when the economic or po- 
litical going got rough, the reaction of most liberals, including Ken- 
nedy, was still to treat corporate business as an adversary. (Some 
liberals claimed they were responding to hostility from business. 
Kennedy joked that he had been only “the second choice of a majority 
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of businessmen for the office of President. . . . Their first choice was 
anyone else.’’)? 

Modern Republican progressives, many of whom came from busi- 
ness backgrounds, in contrast, generally regarded themselves as 
guardians of the free-enterprise system and maintained close ties with 
business. Rockefeller often spoke of the economic and social progress 
that had been achieved during the Republican party’s early years 
through an alliance of business and government and suggested that 
much would be gained if that relationship were renewed with big 
labor as an equal partner.? 

Another difference with liberalism was that Republican progres- 
sives emphasized the role of the states in managing government 
service programs—in part, no doubt, because many leading pro- 
gressives were governors, but also because they believed the cen- 
tralization of governmental authority favored by most liberals in the 
1960s was bound to produce, in a country as large and diverse as 
the United States, results that were both inefficient and inequitable. 
On law-enforcement issues, Republican progressives were less con- 
cerned than liberals with protecting the rights of persons charged 
with crimes, and more concerned with maintaining public order and 
upholding traditional moral standards. 

A final defining characteristic of Republican progressives was their 
fascination with administration, which they believed, probably also 
reflecting their background in business, to be the key to fair and 
effective government. As a result, they avoided contentious ideo- 
logical issues and concentrated on efforts to restructure government 
departments, rationalize budget-making procedures, and institute 
new management techniques.‘ 


THE HARD RIGHT 


By the summer of 1963, Rockefeller’s chances of winning the 1964 
Republican presidential nomination had begun to slip away. His re- 
marriage in May 1963 to the former Margarita (“Happy”) Murphy, 
who had divorced her first husband after meeting Rockefeller, pro- 
voked far more public outrage than had his divorce from his first 
wife. 

Eisenhower, following events from his farm outside Gettysburg 
and recalling criticism that Rockefeller had made of his administration 
in its final years, urged Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., Nixon’s running 
mate in 1960 and now ambassador to South Vietnam, to seek the 
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nomination. Romney and Scranton showed signs of interest in the 
race: 

Meanwhile Clifton White, who had been an Eisenhower operative 
in 1952, was putting together an extensive organization composed 
mainly of movement conservatives. After Rockefeller’s remarriage, 
Goldwater began to rise in the polls: in the early spring Rockefeller 
had led Goldwater among Republicans by 43 percent to 26 percent; 
at the end of May the standing had shifted to 35 percent for Goldwater 
to 30 for Rockefeller.> 

The conservative movement that began in American politics in 
the 1950s was not directly descended from the old Taftite wing of 
the Republican party. The Taftite stalwarts and the new conservatives 
who gathered around Goldwater’s standard shared a common aver- 
sion to big government. But the Taftites tended to be isolationist, 
protectionist, distrustful of all kinds of change, suspicious of the 
military, nonintellectual, and based primarily on the Midwest and 
upstate regions of New York and Pennsylvania. The Goldwaterites, 
though they had some significant differences among themselves, 
were for the most part foreign-policy interventionists, free-traders, 
avid modernizers (delighting in the new technology and the speed 
of modern life—Goldwater, characteristically, was an expert pilot, 
flying the newest and fastest planes), pro-military, fiercely intellectual 
(writing books and publishing magazines), and based chiefly on New 
York City, the Far West, and the South. Many Goldwaterites had 
supported Eisenhower against Taft for the Republican nomination 
in 1952 on the grounds that Eisenhower was more likely to resist 
the advance of international Communism.° 

Except for the Tories before the Revolution and some defenders 
of slavery before the Civil War, the United States had never had 
much of a “right” in the European sense of a political body devoted 
to corporate collectivism and feudal hierarchy. In Europe much of 
the inspiration for conservative collectivism (not to be confused with 
fascism, a twentieth-century hybrid of mixed ideological descent) 
came from the more authoritarian branch of Catholicism or from 
high-church Anglicanism. In the United States, Catholicism as an 
unestablished minority church with a largely working-class mem- 
bership had generally been drawn to alignment with the more liberal 
party, and the high-church movement in the Episcopal church had 
little to do with politics. 

There were, however, implicit strands of conservative collectivism 
in the American conception of the nation, in the generally accepted 
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ideal of the family, and in the ideological outlooks of the more con- 
servative religious denominations (including Orthodox Judaism). 
Persons strongly moved by these ideas and attitudes had for some 
time been dismayed by the drift of American society toward he- 
donism, moral relativism, and banishment of religion from the “‘pub- 
lic square.” With the coming of the cold war in the late 1940s, many 
social conservatives had discovered, or reconfirmed, Communism 
as the mortal foe of all they regarded as virtuous. In Europe feudal 
conservatives had traditionally favored a fairly strong state (except 
when it challenged the church). But with the rise of socialism and 
the secular state in the twentieth century many had become anti- 
statist. This shift was naturally popular with hierarchical conserva- 
tives in the United States, where it fitted neatly with prevailing 
economic individualism.’ 

Thus anti-Communism and anti-statism became linked causes for 
a small band of conservative intellectuals and political activists, 
mainly Catholic and mainly concentrated in New York City, who 
in the early 1950s formed something approaching a traditional right. 
The National Review, founded in 1955 by William Buckley, scion of 
a wealthy New York Irish—Catholic family (the money having been 
made mostly in the Texas oilfields), provided a public voice for this 
kind of conservatism. In 1962 New York’s multi-party system was 
joined by the Conservative party, organized by Daniel Mahoney, an 
ally of the Buckley family, as an alternative to the progressive di- 
rection the state Republican party was taking under Rockefeller.’ 

Senator Goldwater’s own political roots were in a somewhat dif- 
ferent kind of conservatism. He descended from Jewish merchants 
who in the nineteenth century, seeking economic Opportunity and 
personal independence, had migrated first to California, and then to 
the harsh desert land of Arizona, where they founded in Phoenix 
what became the state’s largest department store. He thus brought 
together the individualism of the economic entrepreneur with that 
of the frontiersman. Goldwater’s father had married a Protestant and 
had converted to Christianity, and Goldwater was himself an Epis- 
copalian (prompting the joke among Jews in 1964 that the first Jew 
to run for President was bound to be an Episcopalian). But he took 
pride in the enterprise and daring of his Jewish forebears, which he 
associated with the romantic legends of the western frontier.’ 

Goldwater and others like him in the West and Southwest feared 
and resented the growing power of the federal government to in- 
terfere with economic and social life. Expansion of governmental 
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authority, they felt, conflicted with the desire for unrestricted per- 
sonal freedom that had carried them or their ancestors west in the 
first place. At a more prosaic level, they were moved by the tradi- 
tional dislike of small businessmen for regulation by government 
bureaucrats. Their economic and social attitudes were libertarian. At 
the same time many of them shared the view of the eastern hierar- 
chical conservatives that Communism in general and the Soviet 
Union in particular posed a clear and present danger to the survival 
of the United States. They therefore favored a strong military—a 
political sentiment reinforced by the economic benefits derived from 
the many military bases and weapons-manufacturing industries lo- 
cated in the western states. 

Involvement in the conservative movement seems to have filled 
emotional needs for many westerners as well as to have served eco- 
nomic or ideological interests. A new wave of migration was sweep- 
ing across the United States in the 1960s, from East to West, and 
particularly from Midwest to Far West. From 1960 to 1970 population 
in the Pacific coast states increased by 25 percent, and in the Rocky 
Mountain states by 21 percent (compared to a 13 percent increase 
nationwide). The population of suburban Orange County, southeast 
of Los Angeles, grew from 703,000 in 1960 to 1,420,000 in 1970. 
The population of Phoenix, Goldwater’s hometown, rose from 
664,000 to 971,000. 

Such mobility, while contributing to economic growth and open- 
ing up opportunities for many, inevitably undermined social stability 
and produced feelings of insecurity and loneliness. Some people suf- 
fering pangs of dislocation turned to politics for emotional outlet or 
reassurance, or simply to make friends. Some became active on the 
liberal side, taking up all kinds of causes that called for increased 
government intervention. But many others were drawn to conserv- 
atism, directing their anger against governmental establishments they 
felt were unjustly taxing their incomes and expressing their yearning 
for community through intense national patriotism. Persons in this 
latter group were ready recruits for the army of volunteer activists 
that Clif White was putting together for Goldwater in 1963.!° 

In the Rocky Mountain states, Goldwater’s own region, political 
conservatism was further motivated by a tendency to regard the 
federal government, which owned two-thirds of the land, as an 
oppressive absentee landlord. The federal government had come first 
to conquer the Indians. It had stayed primarily to help manage use 
of the region’s scarce water supply and to preserve its spectacular 


324 THE NEW DEAL ERA 


natural beauty. Though few westerners wanted it to leave, many 
were convinced that federal policies were excessively influenced by 
eastern interests and eastern attitudes—thus giving too little weight 
to western needs and threatening western liberties." 

Another source of right-wing conservatism—the “hard right” as 
James Guth and John Green have labeled it—was the angry reaction 
of many white southerners against efforts by the federal government 
in the 1950s and 1960s to dismantle racial segregation of public 
schools and other public places in the South.'? After the Supreme 
Court’s Brown v Board of Education decision in 1954, which declared 
racial segregation of public schools unconstitutional, southern poli- 
ticians led by Senator Harry Byrd of Virginia and Governor James 
Byrnes of South Carolina had attempted “‘massive resistance’”’—es- 
sentially a repetition of Calhoun’s claim in the 1830s that state leg- 
islatures could nullify federal laws." Massive resistance was struck 
down by the courts. But southern states, hanging on the Supreme 
Court's directive in 1955 that desegregation should proceed ‘with 
all deliberate speed,” which seemed to suggest tolerance for a certain 
amount of delay, had generally found it possible to go slowly with 
actual integration. In the early 1960s southern blacks led by Martin 
Luther King, Jr., with some help from northern sympathizers, black 
and white, undertook nonviolent action to end racial discrimination 
not only in education but in employment, housing, access to public 
services, and most particularly voting. 

The Kennedy administration at first tried to work out compromise 
solutions to these attacks on forms of discrimination which at the 
time, except for segregation of schools, violated no federal laws. In 
the spring of 1963, however, after King’s campaign against discrim- 
ination in Birmingham, Alabama, was met with “police dogs sav- 
agely attacking Negroes, . . . fire hoses pounding them against the 
street . . . , burly policemen sitting on a female demonstrator. . . ,” 
Kennedy called for broad civil rights legislation aimed at ending all 
forms of public segregation." 

After Kennedy’s death, Lyndon Johnson, despite his own iden- 
tification with the South (or perhaps to some degree because of it), 
kept up pressure for passage of the comprehensive federal civil rights 
law that finally was enacted in the summer of 1964. 

Southern politicians, most of whom felt obliged to maintain at 
least a show of last-ditch resistance to integration, began to believe 
that fealty to the national Democratic party was no longer an effective 
means for insulating segregation against political change. Strom 
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Thurmond’s Dixiecrat campaign in 1948, which carried four Deep 
South states, had been the opening shot in the revolt of white south- 
erners against the Democratic party. In 1960, 12 electors from Mis- 
sissippi and Alabama voted in the electoral college for Harry Byrd 
rather than John Kennedy. Many southern white Democrats whose 
views on most social and economic issues were conservative decided 
the time had come to put aside memories of the Civil War and 
Reconstruction and vote in national elections with conservative Re- 
publicans—as their representatives in Congress had been doing since 
the late 1930s. The vested interest of state and local officeholders, 
and of senior southern Democrats in Congress, in maintaining a 
Democratic identity remained an impediment. But as the civil rights 
struggle quickened, with northern liberal Democrats in the vanguard 
of change, motivation among white southerners for breaking with 
the national Democracy increased. 

Republicans began to win election to Congress from the formerly 
solid South. John Tower arrived in the Senate from Texas in 1961, 
taking the seat given up by Lyndon Johnson when he became Vice 
President. By 1963 Republicans held 11 seats in the House from the 
South, compared to only two (both from Tennessee) at the beginning 
fo the 1950s. In 1964 Strom Thurmond, elected to the Senate as a 
Democrat in 1954, crossed over to become a Republican. 

“Conservatism” in the South in the early 1960s was no doubt to 
some extent a code word for opposition to racial integration. But it 
also represented attachments to free-market economics and tradi- 
tional moral standards that southerners did indeed share with north- 
ern and western conservatives like Buckley and Goldwater, and that 
formerly had been muted by belief that the one-party system in the 
South was a bulwark protecting segregation. When this bulwark 
began to fail, a powerful inhibition against the coming together of 
various kinds of conservatives to form a national right-wing political 
force was removed. 

The state of Texas, where southern and western conservatism met, 
provided a particularly fertile resource for hard-right politicians. 
Booming economic growth had produced droves of oil-rich mil- 
lonaires, like H. L. Hunt, Syd Richardson, and Clint Murchison, 
who were prepared to spend money freely in politics. In 1964 Lyndon 
Johnson, who had served the oil industry and other Texas interests 
faithfully during his years in Congress, was President. But many 
Texas millionaires found Goldwater’s brand of uncompromising in- 
dividualism much to their liking, and some were prepared to back 
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their ideological choice even against their old ally in the White House. 
Among the Goldwater delegates from Texas to the 1964 Republican 
national convention was young George Bush of Houston, son of 
former Senator Prescott Bush of Connecticut, a staunch defender of 
the establishment and an Eisenhower Republican in the 1950s. The 
younger Bush had come to the Southwest to make his fortune in the 
oil business and now was trying to break into politics. He took on 
the ideological color of his environment—a bit awkwardly, some 
remember. 

Taken as a whole, the modern hard right represents some aspects 
of the republican tradition, but also aspects of European-style feudal 
corporatism and indigenous American racism. It differs from the 
mainstream of the republican tradition in its extreme hostility toward 
government and its adoption of populist social attitudes that earlier 
had been politically allied chiefly with liberalism. 


SAN FRANCISCO REPUBLICANS 


The Republican party was torn in 1964 by a division even deeper 
than that between the forces supporting Eisenhower and Taft in 1952, 
with progressives and movement conservatives replacing establish- 
ment moderates and Taftite stalwarts as the principal combatants. 
Rockefeller, undeterrred by polls showing that his remarriage had 
made him unacceptable to much of the public, pressed on for the 
nomination, assembling an enormously costly and, outside New 
York state, largely ineffective campaign organization. Lodge, Scran- 
ton, and Romney came under pressure to declare their candidacies. 
But as long as Rockefeller remained in the race, the entrance of 
another progressive could serve no one but Goldwater. 

Clif White shrewdly concentrated on building Goldwater net- 
works in the West, where regular party organizations had been weak 
since the Progressive Era, and the South, where the Eisenhower 
onslaught in 1952 had given hard-right conservatives control of weak 
state Republican parties. In most states in these regions national con- 
vention delegates were picked through caucuses or conventions. Am- 
ateur hard-right politicians achieved majorities in most of these 
bodies and elected Goldwater delegates.'5 

Progressive strategists recognized that Goldwater was making 
headway in the caucus and convention states. But they believed that 
national polls and voters in the primary states would convince the 
pragmatic politicians who controlled Republican organizations in 
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most of the industrial states of the Northeast and Midwest that Gold- 
water was too far to the right to win broad support in the general 
election. 

The first primary test came in New Hampshire early in March 
where Rockefeller and Goldwater were on the ballot. To the em- 
barrassment of both, a band of enthusiastic volunteers produced a 
write-in victory for Henry Cabot Lodge, still ambassador to South 
Vietnam and not an announced candidate. Rockefeller’s third-place 
finish in a northeastern state near New York seemed to confirm his 
unpopularity. 

Lodge took the lead in national polls of Republican voters. Scran- 
ton won as a favorite son in the Pennsylvania primary, as did Gov- 
ernor Rhodes in Ohio, and Representative John Byrnes in Wisconsin. 
Goldwater won non-binding primaries in Illinois and Indiana that 
Rockefeller did not enter. But the substantial votes given to Senator 
Margaret Chase Smith of Maine in Illinois, and to Harold Stassen, 
by now a perennial presidential candidate, in Indiana, were inter- 
preted as protests against Goldwater. 

The balance of power appeared to lie with midwestern stalwarts 
like Senate Minority Leader Everett Dirksen of Illinois, House Mi- 
nority Leader Gerald Ford of Michigan, Governor Rhodes of Ohio, 
Representatives Byrnes and Melvin Laird of Wisconsin, and young 
Representative Bob Dole of Kansas. Many of these were troubled 
by the radical-right direction in which Goldwater proposed to lead 
the party, particularly by Goldwater’s opposition to federal inter- 
vention against racial segregation in the South. (Goldwater himself 
was not a racist but argued that federal action against segregation 
would violate the principle of states’ rights.) Though many of the 
stalwarts had worked with southern conservatives in Congress on 
some issues, they had not forsaken the Republican party’s roots in 
support for minority civil rights. They were, moreover, frightened 
by what a national ticket headed by Goldwater might do to Repub- 
lican state and congressional candidates in the general election. Still, 
to support Rockefeller or Lodge would be to join forces with the 
cohorts of the eastern establishment whom the stalwarts had fought 
at Republican conventions since 1912. 

In the Oregon primary in mid-May, Rockefeller, after an intensive 
personal campaign in a state where he was the only candidate who 
“cared enough to come” (as his slogan went), defeated both Lodge 
and Goldwater, effectively ending the possibility of a Lodge candi- 
dacy. 
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Two and a half weeks later Goldwater and Rockefeller faced each 
other in California’s winner-take-all primary for the state’s 86 del- 
egates. California since the days of Hiram Johnson had almost always 
stood on the progressive or moderate side within the national Re- 
publican party. In the early 1960s, however, a strong conservative 
force had developed within the state, particularly in the south around 
Los Angeles and San Diego. So the presidential primary became a 
fight for control of the state party as well as a contest between the 
two candidates. Rockefeller’s slate included much of the state’s busi- 
ness and Republican political establishments, while Goldwater’s was 
composed mainly of little-known but aspiring hard-right conserv- 
atives supported by a huge organization of doorbell-ringing volun- 
teers. In Los Angeles County alone, Clif White was able to field 
10,000 volunteers for Goldwater, compared to the 2,000 volunteers 
that were assembled for Rockefeller in the entire state. '° 

Before the Oregon primary, polls had shown Goldwater leading 
in California by about 10 percentage points. After Rockefeller’s vic- 
tory in Oregon, he immediately shot to a lead of about 10 percent 
in California, an advantage that he maintained going into the final 
weekend before the primary. On the Saturday before the primary 
the second Mrs. Rockefeller gave birth to a son, Nelson Rockefeller, 
Jr.—probably the most consequential domestic event in American 
politics since Martin Van Buren went calling on Peggy Eaton. Re- 
minded of their doubts about Rockefeller’s moral fitness, many voters 
swung back to Goldwater. The final opinion survey on Monday 
showed the race exactly even. Goldwater won by 68,000 votes in a 
total of more than two million. His margin of 207,000 in Los Angeles 
and Orange counties overcame Rockefeller’s majority in the more 
progressive north. 

Rockefeller folded his campaign, and for two weeks it seemed that 
Goldwater might be vitually unopposed in July at the Republican 
national convention in San Francisco. In mid-June Goldwater was 
one of only six Republicans to vote in the Senate against the admin- 
istration’s civil rights bill, going against Dirksen, who had become 
one of the bill’s principal backers. Two days later Scranton entered 
the race. (I must here declare an interest: as Scranton’s legislative 
secretary I became deeply involved in his campaign.) Scranton 
quickly received pledges of support from Rockefeller, Lodge (re- 
turned from Vietnam), and Romney (who for tactical reasons main- 
tained a favorite-son candidacy in Michigan). 

Goldwater’s managers and many political commentators have al- 
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ways argued that Goldwater, regardless of the outcome of the Cal- 
ifornia primary, had by the beginning of June won enough delegates 
from the caucus and convention states and in some primaries to lock 
up the nomination. Their evidence is the 874 to 409 majority won 
by the Goldwater forces in the convention on the only true test vote, 
the progressives’ attempt to include a strong civil rights plank in the 
platform. But of this more than two-to-one majority, 86 votes came 
from California. If Rockefeller had won the California primary, all 
of those 86 votes would have been cast on the progressive side, 
reducing the margin to 316—and so requiring a change of only 159 
more votes to produce a majority opposed to Goldwater. Under 
those circumstances, in my judgment, there would have been enough 
votes from stalwarts in states like Ohio, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Wis- 
consin, and Kansas, mindful of the preference of grassroots Repub- 
licans (Scranton led Goldwater among Republican voters in the last 
Gallup poll before the convention, 55 percent to 34) and fearful of 
the damage that Goldwater would do to other Republican candidates 
in November, to have prevented Goldwater’s nomination. This does 
not mean that the nomination would necessarily have gone to Scran- 
ton, and it almost surely would not have gone to Rockefeller (who 
of course would have stayed in the race if he had won in California). 
But the nominee would probably have been someone not closely 
identified with the hard right—perhaps Nixon, who had remained 
carefully neutral. After the California primary, however, Goldwa- 
ter’s lead was insurmountable. 17 

When Scranton announced his candidacy, Dewey and others 
within the New York establishment who had hung back from helping 
Rockefeller entered the fight. Dewey gathered some of his old lieu- 
tenants on an afternoon in June and began making calls around the 
country from the boardroom of his law firm in downtown Man- 
hattan. But the structure of the Republican party, and indeed the 
financial structure of the United States, had changed since the New 
York establishment had played a major role in bringing off Eisen- 
hower’s nomination in 1952. Banks and law firms in the South and 
West were no longer so responsive to calls from Wall Street, and 
most of the state and local politicians who at earlier critical moments 
had aligned themselves with the establishment were retired or dead. 
At the end of the afternoon, Dewey rolled down his sleeves and said, 
“Boys, it’s not going to work. I’m going home.” Dewey was right. 

Why then did Scranton run? In part because he thought there was 
still some chance of shaking loose midwestern stalwarts like Dirksen 
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and Rhodes. But also because, as one whose family had been active 
in the Republican party since the Civil War and who regarded main- 
taining the traditional values of the party as a kind of trust, he believed 
it was important that some other banner beside that of the hard right 
be raised at the San Francisco convention. 

Goldwater swept to nomination by a majority of more than two 
to one. Movement conservatives, amid enormous enthusiasm (more 
than I have ever witnessed at a party convention except at the Dem- 
ocratic convention that nominated George McGovern in 1972, which 
I covered as a journalist), for a season at least had taken control of 
the Republican party. 


THE TRIUMPH OF LIBERALISM 


The Republicans’ nomination of Goldwater directly challenged wel- 
fare-state liberalism and all its works—much as Bryan had challenged 
the Republicans’ free-market ideology in 1896. Goldwater rejected 
the moderate “‘me-too”’ conservatism of Eisenhower, somewhat as 
Bryan had renounced Cleveland’s accommodation of the republican 
ideology. During the general election campaign Goldwater modified 
his rhetoric slightly but for the most part stuck to his guns. He never 
backed off from proposals he had made in three books and innu- 
merable newspaper columns for dismantling large parts of the welfare 
state. Even Social Security, he had suggested in New Hampshire 
before the primary, should “be made voluntary, that is if a person 
can provide better for himself, let him do it.’’'8 

Goldwater and his team were unusually forthright, in the context 
of American politics, in taking ideological positions that were in 
conflict with established policy. “Extremism in the defense of liberty 
is no vice!” Goldwater said in his acceptance speech at the Republican 
convention. “Moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue!” But 
they did not regard themselves as undertaking a political kamikaze. 
They were perhaps prepared to lose rather than to compromise their 
principles. But they expected to win. Hard-right conservatives for 
years had argued that there was in the electorate a conservative ma- 
jority waiting to rally behind an ideologically pure candidate who 
offered “ʻa choice not an echo,” in the words of Phyllis Schlafly, the 
right’s most pungent publicist." 

They turned out to be mistaken—at least for 1964. In the No- 
vember election Goldwater swept Deep South states that not even 
Eisenhower had been able to sway from their Democratic allegiance. 
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He carried Mississippi by 87 percent, Alabama by 70 percent, South 
Carolina 59 percent, Louisiana 57 percent, and Georgia 54 percent— 
all states where the Republican party had been almost nonexistent 
before 1960. 

Nationally, however, Lyndon Johnson, nominated for a full term 
by the Democrats, won the greatest landslide majority in the popular 
vote, 61.1 percent, in a contested presidential election in American 
history (larger even than Franklin Roosevelt’s majority of 60.8 per- 
cent in 1936). In the Northeast and Midwest Johnson swept not only 
the major cities and the metropolitan suburban counties but also small 
cities and rural counties that had been consistently Republican since 
the Civil War. Johnson carried every county in New England, every 
county in New York, and every county in New Jersey. In Pennsyl- 
vania he piled up large majorities in normally Republican suburban 
counties around Philadelphia and in the mountainous northern-tier 
counties, settled from New England, that had been unflaggingly 
Republican since the days of David Wilmot. Johnson carried all but 
four counties in Ohio, all but three in Michigan, all but three in 
Wisconsin. 

Johnson won too in the Border and southern rim states that had 
been carried by Eisenhower in 1952 and 1956 and Nixon in 1960, 
though in most cases by relatively small majorities. In Virginia, 
traditionally conservative strongholds in the Northern Neck and the 
Shenandoah Valley came together with the race-conscious Southside 
to support Goldwater. But Johnson carried 24 of the 31 independent 
cities and the heavily populated suburbs around Washington to win 
the state by $4 percent. 

Even in the Rocky Mountain states, where Goldwater’s particular 
kind of libertarian conservatism had been born, Johnson won every 
state except the Republican candidate’s home state of Arizona by 
margins ranging from 61 percent in Colorado to $1 percent in Idaho. 

Johnson achieved large majorities among almost all demographic 
groups except southern whites. Catholics voted almost as heavily 
for Johnson, 76 percent, as they had for Kennedy in 1960. Jews, 
unimpressed by Goldwater’s Jewish ancestry, voted more than 90 
percent for Johnson, almost as heavily as they had voted for Roosevelt 
in 1944. Blacks, noting Goldwater’s vote against the civil rights bill, 
voted 94 percent for Johnson compared to 68 percent for Kennedy 
in 1960—a pattern of monolithic backing for the Democratic national 
ticket that has continued ever since. Even northern white Protestants, 
the mass base of the Republican party since the Civil War, voted 57 
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percent for Johnson. Women were for the first time slightly more 
Democratic, 62 percent, than men, 60 percent.” 

A number of factors contributed to Johnson’s landslide. Some 
voters were moved by fear, skillfully cultivated by the Democratic 
campaign, that Goldwater had too reckless a personality to be trusted 
with control of nuclear weapons or the power to make peace-or-war 
decisions. Some regarded the election as a final tribute to John Ken- 
nedy. A probably significant but impossible to measure segment of 
northern Protestants were influenced by a sense of cultural alientation 
from the Republican ticket. Not only was Goldwater of Jewish de- 
scent, but his vice-presidential running mate, Representative William 
Miller of upstate New York, was a Roman Catholic, the first, and 
through 1992 still the only, non-Protestant ever included on a Re- 
publican national ticket. Miller, who had been Republican national 
chairman since 1961 (the first party chairman ever to make it to a 
national ticket), was chosen by Goldwater and his associates to appeal 
to urban Catholics who they believed were swinging toward social 
and economic conservatism. His chief effect was to make the ticket 
appear even more exotic to many members of the party’s largest and 
previously most loyal ethno-cultural constituency. 

The most important cause of Johnson’s landslide victory, however, 
was the reaction of voters to the choice between unabashed welfare- 
state liberalism and equally unabashed libertarian conservatism. Nor- 
man Nie, Sidney Verba, and John Petrocik in their examination of 
American National Election Survey data for 1964 found that policy 
issues were more important than they had been in recent elections 
and that voters deciding on the basis of issues broke heavily for 
Johnson. In 1960, 67 percent of voters were strongly influenced in 
their presidential choice by party, while 62 percent were significantly 
motivated by their reaction to issues (the two groups obviously 
overlapped). In 1964 the share of voters strongly influenced by party 
declined slightly to 65 percent, while issue voters rose to 73 percent. 
Among voters influenced by issues 63 percent of Republicans fa- 
voring progressive positions and 30 percent of Republican centrists 
defected to Johnson, while only 28 percent of Democrats favoring 
conservative positions and § percent of Democratic centrists crossed 
over to vote for Goldwater. ?! 

Goldwater did indeed offer “a choice not an echo’”’—not a mod- 
erate correction from liberalism, as Eisenhower and Nixon had done, 
but a truly radical effort to abolish many aspects of the welfare state. 
Given the choice between further expansion of the welfare state and 
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its root-and-branch reduction, the great majority of Americans voted 
for expansion. 

Goldwater’s strong showing in the South produced the election 
of 16 Republican members of the House from that region—by far 
the largest Republican contingent since the end of Reconstruction. 
In the nation as a whole, however, Johnson’s landslide brought net 
Democratic gains of 38 seats in the House and one in the Senate. 

The increased Democratic majorities in Congress paved the way 
for passage in 1965 of most of the remaining items in what Johnson 
had called the Great Society program: federal support for economic 
development of Appalachia in March; federal aid to elementary and 
secondary education in April; Medicare in July; the Voting Right 
Act, outlawing literacy requirements and other procedural devices 
that had been used to keep blacks from voting in the South, in 
August; and federally subsidized college scholarships in October.” 


A STAR IS BORN 


At the beginning of 1965, progressive and stalwart Republican leaders 
combined to sweep movement conservatives out of control of the 
party's national machinery. Ohio Republican chairman Ray Bliss, a 
pragmatic stalwart, was elected Republican national chairman, re- 
placing Dean Burch, an Arizona conservative whom Goldwater had 
chosen to run the party during the 1964 campaign. Bliss instituted 
programs to attract college students and residents of big cities— 
groups among whom Goldwater had been particularly weak.” 

Movement conservatives, however, were by no means prepared 
to abandon the fight. Though their candidate for President had lost 
badly in the general election, they had after all at the Republican 
convention routed the establishment that had dominated the presi- 
dential wing of the party since 1940. 

The week before the 1964 election, Ronald Reagan, who during 
his years as a Hollywood film star had been an ardent New Deal 
liberal and only two years before had become a Republican, had 
delivered a 27-minute television address on Goldwater’s behalf in 
which he excoriated welfare-state liberalism and identified the fight 
against it with America’s struggle against international Communism. 
“The guns are silent in this war,” Reagan said, “but frontiers fall 
while those who should be warriors prefer neutrality.” 

Reagan’s television address, though it had no effect on the outcome 
of the election, lifted the spirits of hard-right conservatives and made 
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him a national political celebrity. Two years later he was persuaded 
by conservative southern California businessmen like Henry Sal- 
vatori and Holmes Tuttle, who had helped bankroll Goldwater’s 
campaign, to run for governor of California. Easily elected, he 
brought to the governorship conservative administration and rhet- 
oric combined with a willingness to compromise on taxes and social 
legislation that kept California’s state government among the nation’s 
most progressive (and most expensive). Tuttle, Salvatori, and their 
associates were soon promoting Reagan for the Republican nomi- 
nation for President in 1968. Clif White came on board to try to 
reconstruct the hard-right network. What ambitions Reagan himself 
had harbored in the depths of his soul from the beginning is difficult 
to fathom. But he at least shared with his supporters the determi- 
nation that leadership of the Republican party should not pass back 
to those who had opposed Goldwater in 1964. “We will have no 
more of those candidates,” he vowed in a speech to the Los Angeles 
Young Republicans, “who are pledged to use the same socialist goals 
as Our Opposition.’ 


Sa eR eB We ee 


Reform Politics 


Amateur Democrats 


WHILE THE REPUBLICAN PARTY was coming under the control of the 
hard right in 1964, the Democrats, despite friction between President 
Johnson and a faction that gathered around Robert and Edward Ken- 
nedy, had seemed unusually united. By 1968, however, the extreme 
left, attracting converts among opponents of the Vietnam War and 
participants in the “youth rebellion,” was gaining power within the 
Democratic party. 

In the tumultuous politics of 1968, the Democrats ended up giving 
their presidential nomination to Hubert Humphrey, a mainstream 
liberal. But in 1972, the continuing effects of the Vietnam War and 
the liberal reaction against the presidency of Richard Nixon helped 
bring the Democratic nomination to George McGovern, the most 
radical candidate to lead a Democratic national ticket since William 
Jennings Bryan. 

As Goldwater had done, McGovern failed badly at the polls in 
November. But the McGovern surge within the Democratic party 
was accompanied by procedural changes in the system of nominating 
presidential candidates—in both parties since the Democrats con- 
trolled most state legislatures, enacting laws governing delegate se- 
lection. The influence of television and other factors were already 
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making the politics of presidential selection more candidate-oriented. 
The new nominating system carried this tendency even further. In 
addition, it further enhanced the power of ideological movements 
and special-interest groups in both parties and undermined the 
strength of what remained of state and local party organizations. 


SWING TO THE RIGHT 


The almost hegemonic domination of national politics the Democrats 
had achieved through the 1964 election lasted only two years. In the 
1966 midterm elections they lost 47 seats in the House of Represen- 
tatives and three in the Senate. In 1968 Humphrey received only 42.7 
percent of the popular vote for President—a decline of 18 percentage 
points from Johnson’s showing in 1964, almost the same as the drop 
in Herbert Hoover’s share of the vote from 1928 to 1932. 

Deep divisions in the public and in the Democratic party over the 
Vietnam War contributed to this precipitous fall. A majority of the 
public continued to support the war throughout Johnson’s term. In 
February 1968, for example, the Gallup poll found that 61 percent 
backed continuation of the struggle and 23 percent favored with- 
drawal. But the pro-war hawks included many who were critical of 
Johnson’s relatively cautious military strategy. Moreover, many of 
the more impassioned anti-war doves were liberal activists whose 
backing the Democratic party could not afford to lose.! 

There were other reasons for the public’s swing against Johnson 
and the Democratic party in the latter half of the 1960s. In August 
1965, less than a week after Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act, 
blacks rioted for five days in the Watts section of Los Angeles, leaving 
35 persons dead and $200 million in property damage. In 1966 riots 
broke out in black slums in many northern cities, the worst being 
in Newark, New Jersey (26 killed, more than 1,000 arrested), and 
Detroit (40 killed, 5,000 left homeless). Public support for further 
government action to promote civil rights declined. The percentage 
of citizens telling the Gallup poll that the Johnson administration was 
“pushing racial integration too fast” rose from 28 percent in April 
1965 to §2 percent in September 1966.’ 

Johnson’s attempt to finance the military buildup required by the 
Vietnam War without either raising taxes or cutting Great Society 
programs produced a federal budget deficit of $25 billion in 1968, 
far higher than any since the end of the Second World War. The 
deficit contributed to a rise in inflation, which reached 4.7 percent 
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in 1968. That was relatively mild compared to what was to come in 
the 1970s, but it was higher than any since the immediate postwar 
years. 

Public reaction against the administration’s domestic policies set 
in, reinforced by horror stories of inefficiency and fraud in the admin- 
istration of Great Society programs. The Harris poll found public 
support for the administration’s “war on poverty” dropping from 
60 percent in October 1965 to 41 percent in September 1966. The 
Gallup poll in August 1968 found that 46 percent of the public viewed 
“big government” as “the biggest threat to the country in the fu- 
ture,” compared to 26 percent who regarded “big labor” as the 
biggest threat and 12 percent who most feared “big business.” When 
the Harris poll asked in 1968 if “liberals have been running the coun- 
try too long,” 64 percent of working-class whites answered yes? 

When public opinion turned against the Johnson administration 
there was little political structure at the national level to shore it up. 
Thinking to eliminate any possible haven for resistance within the 
Democratic party, Johnson in 1965 had ruthlessly slashed the budget 
of the DNC and eliminated several of its programs, including the 
highly effective voter registration division. The national Democratic 
party organization, such as it was, came under direct control of the 
White House. As a result, most of the institutional advances that had 
been achieved by Paul Butler in the 1950s and maintained by the 
Kennedys were lost, and the DNC once more fell far behind its rival, 
the RNC 

Under the circumstances it is not surprising that new hope arose 
within the party out of power. What few foresaw was the insurrection 
developing within the majority party itself. 


DEPOSING THE KING 


It had become axiomatic in the twentieth century that a sitting Pres- 
ident could not be denied renomination for a second term by his 
own party. In the nineteenth century several Presidents, including 
Franklin Pierce and Chester Arthur, had been turned down by their 
parties for second terms. But the growing prestige and resources of 
the presidency were thought to have made the incumbent invulner- 
able for renomination, though not for reelection. The successes of 
William Howard Taft in 1912 and Herbert Hoover in 1932 in securing 
renomination when their popularity was at its nadir seemed to verify 
this assumption. | 
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While many liberals had turned savagely hostile to Johnson by the 
beginning of 1968, few among the politically sophisticated believed 
there was a realistic possibility of preventing his renomination. Im- 
passioned opponents of the Vietnam War, however, were determined 
that at least a fight should be made at the Democratic convention. 
The candidate most sought by the doves was Robert Kennedy, 
brother of the assassinated President, and formerly attorney general 
in the cabinets of both John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. Kennedy 
had gradually turned against Johnson’s Vietnam policy after his elec- 
tion to the Senate from New York in 1964. But he accepted the 
conventional wisdom that an incumbent President could not be de- 
nied renomination and declined to lead what he was sure would be 
a hopeless and party-wrecking cause. 

The doves turned to Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota, 
who had come out against the war in the early fall of 1967. McCarthy, 
a Catholic, disliked the Kennedys, whom he regarded as lukewarm 
in both their liberalism and their Catholicism, and he bore a grudge 
against Johnson, who had publicly dangled the vice-presidential 
nomination before him in 1964, apparently to maintain media atten- 
tion, before choosing Hubert Humphrey. Beyond these personal 
motives, McCarthy had become convinced that the administration 
was sinking more and more deeply into a war that could not be won. 
He agreed to run. 

In January 1968, the Communist Tet offensive, which briefly pen- 
etrated downtown Saigon with suicide squads, was turned back with 
heavy Vietcong losses. But media coverage helped persuade a large 
segment of the public that the American effort in Vietnam had 
achieved nothing. 

In the New Hampshire primary on March 12, the first electoral 
test of the campaign, Johnson won ṣo percent of the preferential 
vote, but McCarthy’s showing of 42 percent was hailed by the media 
as a sensational moral victory. (McCarthy, though second in the 
preferential part of the primary, won the 11 New Hampshire dele- 
gates, because Johnson’s supporters had run more candidates than 
there were slots. Whatever the merits of Johnson’s strategy in Viet- 
nam, his campaign organization was certainly a mess.)° 

On March 16, Robert Kennedy, urged on by advisers who now 
believed that Johnson could be beaten and who regarded McCarthy 
as a political second-rater with a personality unsuited for the presi- 
dency, announced that he would seek the nomination after all, 
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not . . . merely to oppose any man but to propose new policies.” 
McCarthy refused to get out of the race.°® 

Johnson probably remained confident that he could win the nom- 
ination. He was still supported by most of the regular Democratic 
political structure in the South, and the machine bosses and union 
leaders who would control most of the delegates from the industrial 
states could not bring themselves to ditch an incumbent Democratic 
President who had delivered so much for their constituencies. Only 
I5 states in 1968 held presidential primaries, and in some of these 
the preferential part of the primary was not binding on elected del- 
egates. Even if Johnson lost every remaining primary outside the 
South he was likely to command the nomination at the August con- 
vention in Chicago. But the nomination might be almost worthless, 
and the political fight required to obtain it would drain energies he 
needed to conduct the war, which had now become an obsession. 
On the evening of Sunday, March 31, facing almost certain and 
probably humiliating defeat by McCarthy in the Wisconsin primary 
two days later, Johnson ended a television address defending his 
administration with a surprise announcement: he had concluded that 
he “should not permit the Presidency to become involved in the 
partisan divisions that are developing in this political year,” and 
therefore he would “not accept the nomination of my party for 
another term as your President. . . .”” 

McCarthy commented that Johnson had been unable to “stand up 
against five million college kids just shouting for peace. . . .”” There 
was some truth to McCarthy’s claim. Polls showed, however, that 
while persons who voted for McCarthy in New Hampshire generally 
criticized Johnson’s conduct of the war, more were critical from a 
hawkish perspective than from a dovish one. Many, in fact, believed 
that McCarthy favored stepping up the war. In November, 18 percent 
of those who had backed McCarthy in the primaries ended up voting 
for the segregationist third-party candidate, George Wallace.’ 

Five days after Johnson’s withdrawal, Martin Luther King, Jr., 39 
years old, was assassinated in Memphis by a white racist. Blacks, 
many of whom reacted to King’s murder as a deliberate blow deliv- 
ered by the white power structure against all their hopes, rioted in 
major cities. Mobs stormed through the streets of Washington within 
a few blocks of the White House. There was a widespread sense that 
the nation was rocketing out of control, approaching some kind of 
apocalypse. 
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Not only was the Democratic party divided between hawks and 
doves. The doves were split among themselves between those sup- 
porting McCarthy, who had taken up the fight for their cause when 
it seemed hopeless, and those backing Kennedy, whom they judged 
to have a more realistic chance to win the presidency and end the 
war. 

On April 27 Vice President Humphrey joined the race, declaring 
himself, with stunning misjudgment of the public’s mood, as the 
candidate of the “‘politics of joy.” Humphrey would have Johnson’s 
blessing and would represent the cause of cold-war liberalism—the 
cause, as he fairly pointed out, that had been launched by Truman 
and carried on by John Kennedy. Though Humphrey’s entry came 
too late for him to file in any primaries, his candidacy was identified 
with a number of state “favorite sons” who had been surrogates for 
Johnson. 

In the first test on the redrawn field, the Indiana primary at the 
beginning of May, Kennedy won 42 percent, to 31 percent for In- 
diana’s Governor Roger Branigan, backed by the state’s Democratic 
machine and regarded as a stand-in for Humphrey, and 27 percent 
for McCarthy. In the Oregon primary at the end of May, McCarthy, 
gathering support from middle-class liberals who did not share the 
enchantment of working-class Catholics, blacks, and eastern intel- 
lectuals with Robert Kennedy, outpolled Kennedy 44 percent to 38— 
the first time, it was said, a Kennedy had ever lost an election. 

As Oregon had set up the importance of California for the Re- 
publicans in 1964, so now it raised the stakes of the California pri- 
mary, one week later, for the Democrats. Kennedy and McCarthy 
campaigned across the state, Kennedy hitting raw nerves of emotion 
among massive crowds of anti-war protesters, blacks, and Hispanics, 
and McCarthy delivering sarcastic taunts. Kennedy won, narrowly 
but solidly, receiving 46 percent of the vote to 42 percent for 
McCarthy. An unpledged delegation identified with Humphrey at- 
tracted only 12 percent. 

Leaving the ballroom of the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, 
where he had claimed victory before a deliriously celebrating crowd, 
Kennedy was shot by an Arab immigrant who believed that killing 
another Kennedy would somehow strike a blow against Zionism. 
The nation, which had reacted to the assassination of King with grief 
and anger mixed with some fear after the riots started, responded 
to this latest tragedy with emotional numbness covering bewilder- 
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ment and horror. It seemed, the novelist John Updike wrote, that 
“God had taken away his blessing from the United States.” 

It became almost an article of faith among Kennedy loyalists, and 
more generally among liberal doves, that if Robert Kennedy had 
lived he would surely have won the nomination. Political scientists 
and commentators who have studied the question have generally 
concluded that the Democratic convention as constituted in 1968 
would probably have nominated Humphrey even if Kennedy had 
been alive as an alternative. The South backed Humphrey, believing 
him a hawk, and the machines and unions, it is argued, would have 
produced enough additional delegates to put him across. The defeat 
of the platform plank calling for the end of the bombing in Vietnam 
proposed by the doves, by a vote of 1,041% in favor to 1,567% 
against, is offered as proof that forces loyal to the administration 
controlled the convention. A study by a team of British journalists 
at the time cited Max Weber: “As a rule, the party organization easily 
succeeds in. . . castration of charisma. 

This analysis seems to me to underestimate the potential effects 
of personality and emotional momentum in so loosely structured an 
institution as the national party convention was in 1968. (Max Weber 
never attended an American political convention.) Even with Ken- 
nedy absent, the Chicago convention hovered on the brink of dis- 
integration. Two state delegations proposed during the presidential 
nominating roll call that the convention recess and reconvene in an- 
other city after tempers had cooled. If Kennedy had been present, 
with his own power to inspire and with the magical properties of 
the Kennedy legacy, he would in my judgment have overwhelmed 
the ramparts raised against him, as unstoppably as Bryan had broken 
through the outriders of the Cleveland administration at the Dem- 
ocratic convention in 1896, or as Willkie overcame the Republican 
regulars in 1940. Besides possessing personal charisma, Kennedy was 
a bridge between the amateur Democrats of the peace movement 
and the professional politicians who, with their allies in the unions, 
comprised the regular wing of the Democratic party. Party regulars 
might have doubts about some of the policies that Kennedy advocated 
and might resent his attacking an incumbent Democratic President, 
but they liked him—liked his Catholicism, liked his bare-knuckles 
style of politics, and liked him better than Johnson, if it came to that, 
who often had stood against them in the past. 

Eugene McCarthy, though a Catholic, had none of these advan- 
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tages. He reminded the regulars of the hypocritical reformers who 
chipped away at their political structures, of the sophisticated intel- 
lectuals who sneered at their religious and social values, of the di- 
sheveled anti-war protesters who scorned their patriotism. Mayor 
Daley and the Democratic bosses of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and 
Ohio might in the end have gone for Robert Kennedy, particularly 
if they believed him a winner. But they would not have dreamed of 
going for McCarthy. 

The Chicago convention, held in the Stockyards Arena, close by 
the Chicago slaughterhouses, was chaotic and at times lapsed into 
physical violence. Lyndon Johnson stayed in Washington, recogniz- 
ing that if he appeared at the convention he was sure to be booed by 
about one-third of the delegates and might set off a riot on the floor. 
While the convention met, anti-war protesters engaged in violent 
demonstrations in downtown Chicago and were ruthlessly repressed 
by club-swinging Chicago police. Humphrey maneuvered desper- 
ately to put some distance between himself and Johnson’s Vietnam 
policy. But he remained intimidated by Johnson’s glowering over- 
sight from the White House and by the knowledge that if the Pres- 
ident gave the word the Texas delegation, led by Governor John 
Connally, and other southern delegations would desert him, leaving 
him with less than a majority. The image of Mayor Daley shaking 
his fist and shouting epithets from the floor at Senator Abraham 
Ribicoff of Connecticut, who had complained from the podim of 
“gestapo tactics in the streets of Chicago,” was fixed symbolically 
in the minds of millions of television viewers." 

Humphrey was nominated by more than a two-to-one majority. 
But the party was in a shambles. On the last night of the convention 
the Chicago machine packed the galleries with city and county em- 
ployees who cheered Daley more lustily than they applauded Hum- 
phrey. Later that might Chicago police raided McCarthy’s 
headquarters in a downtown hotel and beat protesting volunteers— 
apparently just to show who was boss. !? 

A conviction took hold among the protesters in the streets, spread- 
ing to many activists within the Democratic party, that Humphrey 
had somehow ‘“‘stolen” the nomination. The nominating process, it 
was argued, had been rigged to frustrate the will of a majority of 
Democrats. In some states, the defeated doves pointed out, delegates 
were picked by caucuses composed of party officers elected several 
years before the convention. In states with open primaries, like Wis- 
consin, Republicans could participate in primaries to select Demo- 
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cratic delegates. Some states with relatively strong machines, like 
Pennsylvania, listed candidates for delegate on the ballot without any 
indication of their presidential preference. Racial discrimination in 
the South still kept the proportion of black delegates well below the 
blacks’ 11 percent of the national population, let alone their much 
larger share of the normal Democratic electorate. At the 1968 Dem- 
Ocratic convention 6 percent of the delegates were black (compared 
to 2 percent at the Republican convention). The unit rule, under 
which a state’s entire vote was given to the candidate supported by 
a majority of its delegates, which was followed by several southern 
states including Texas, was said to be inherently undemocratic. 2 

Bowing to pressure for reform of the nominating process, the 
convention voted to abolish the unit rule and to establish a com- 
mission charged with developing a delegate selection process for 
future conventions that would require state parties to make “‘all fea- 
sible efforts . . . to assure that delegates are elected through party 
primary, convention, or committee procedures open to public par- 
ticipation within the calendar year of the national convention.” From 
this commission, chaired first by Senator George McGovern of South 
Dakota, and then by Representative Donald Fraser of Minnesota, 
was to flow a set of regulations which, when approved by the Dem- 
ocratic National Committee in 1971, would fundamentally alter the 
system for choosing presidential candidates by both parties and 
would contribute to enormous institutional changes in the parties 
themselves. '4 


THE CLUB MOVEMENT 


In the November election, Humphrey, though his vote was down 
sharply from that received by Johnson in 1964, ran a much closer 
race than most people had expected against Richard Nixon, whom 
the Republicans had nominated a second time, and Governor George 
Wallace of Alabama, the candidate of the segregationist American 
Independent party. In the end, Nixon eked out a narrow plurality 
in the popular vote of 43.4 percent to 42.7 percent for Humphrey 
and a bit less than 14 percent for Wallace. Humphrey’s defeat, by 
however small a margin, gave further impetus to groups in the 
Democratic party that had been working for some time to achieve 
basic changes in the party’s internal structure and governance. 

In the years after the Second World War groups of what James Q. 
Wilson has called “amateur Democrats” had set-out in various parts 
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of the country, mainly in big cities and college towns, to win control 
of local Democratic parties. In some places, these groups had or- 
ganized themselves into political clubs, modeled in some ways on 
the neighborhood clubs maintained by the old city machines but 
with distinctly different objectives. 

Wilson’s classic study of the club movements in Los Angeles, New 
York, and Chicago, published in 1962, found that clubs operated by 
amateur Democrats in those cities were “ ‘purposive’ organizations” 
in which people were active “‘because of the goals they feel the clubs 
serve rather than from any hope of material gain or because they 
enjoy the sociability the clubs provide.” They differed in this respect 
from the older machine clubs, which existed first of all to acquire 
government jobs and favors for their members, and second to pro- 
vide occasions of beer-drinking, card-playing social fellowship. 5 

The amateur clubs were devoted to promoting liberal causes. “We 
have to have these issues to get us to work,” a club leader in California 
told Wilson. “We're volunteers. We have to have the feeling we are 
working for a cause in which we believe in order to work at all.” 
Besides supporting liberal programmatic goals, the amateurs viewed 
broadening the means for democratic participation in government as 
an end in itself. “We plug the democratic process,” said a leader of 
one of the Manhattan reform clubs. “This is the key part of the 
whole thing. Our goal is to be democratic.” The Lexington Club in 
New York, one of the most successful reform clubs, announced on 
the first page of its brochure: “Basically we believe in the desirability 
of widespread participation in the Democratic Party. We assume that 
people are fundamentally good and consequently both government 
and politics will improve as more and more people understand and 
participate.” 

The principal obstacle to participation was seen to be the hierar- 
chically structured politics maintained by the bosses, whether old- 
style like Richard Daley and Carmine DeSapio, or new-style like 
Jesse Unruh, the speaker of the California assembly who had built 
a statewide machine based on money raised from business and other 
interest groups. “‘I see reform politics as a life-or-death war with the 
regular organization,” said a leader of the Village Independent Dem- 
ocrats in Manhattan. “Any half-way measures are no good... . 
There can be no compromise and we cannot be unprincipled. 17 

In the late 1960s, though amateur Democrats were drawn heavily 
into the movement to end the Vietnam War, they did not give up 
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their pursuit of participatory democracy as a separate and essential 
goal. Belief that Humphrey had been nominated through an undem- 
ocratic selection process in 1968 reinforced their determination to 
take control of the Democratic party away from professional poli- 
ticians and place it in the hands of “‘the people,” who they assumed, 
being “fundamentally good,” would look for leadership to people 
like themselves. 


A NEW NOMINATING SYSTEM 


The McGovern—Fraser commission that framed the new regula- 
tions for selecting delegates to the Democratic national convention, 
adopted by the DNC in 1971, was dominated by leaders, including 
McGovern and Fraser, who shared the ideological orientation of the 
amateur Democrats. Not surprisingly, therefore, the commission 
went far beyond its mandate to make the selection process more open 
to public participation and prescribed rules that had the effect of 
greatly limiting the involvement of party organizations or even 
elected officeholders in the system. '% 

There are at least two views of what is meant by democratic 
representation. In one view, democratic representation occurs when 
citizens elect whatever representatives they like on the basis of some 
majoritarian principle. In the other, representation, to be truly dem- 
Ocratic, must reflect proportionately the distribution of groups within 
the general population by such categories as race, sex, age, and in- 
come. Io achieve representation that is democratic in the second 
sense, it may be necessary to adopt procedures that produce results 
different from those that would result from elections that are rep- 
resentative in the first sense. 

The rules formulated by the McGovern—Fraser commission were 
based on the second view of representation. The new rules required 
that each state party should take “affirmative steps” before the 1972 
Democratic convention to produce delegations including blacks, 
women, and young people in “‘reasonable relationship to the group’s 
presence in the population of the state.” In order to minimize the 
role of party organizations in the selection process, no more than Io 
percent of a state’s delegation were to be chosen by party committees. 
For future conventions, selection by party committees was to be 
eliminated entirely. The effect of this rule, Byron Shafer has pointed 
out, was to prohibit the “party caucus” system of delegate selection, 
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under which the process began with a caucus of local party officials, 
“the oldest and most widely used delegate selection institution in 
American history.’’!? 

Candidates for delegate were required to indicate their preference 
for the presidential nomination or label themselves ‘“‘uncommit- 
ted’”’—thereby also eliminating the traditional practice in New York 
and Pennsylvania of allowing candidates for delegate to appear on 
the ballot without signifying their presidential intentions. Systems 
of delegate selection were effectively limited to the “participatory 
convention,” under which first-stage participation was open to all 
party members who cared to attend, and the “‘candidate primary,” 
under which voters were able to choose, either directly or through 
designated delegates, among candidates for the presidential nomi- 
nation. 

The McGovern—Fraser commission was the first of a series of such 
rule-making bodies established by the Democratic party that over 
the next twelve years sought to move the national convention and 
the party further in the direction of participatory democracy. The 
Mikulski commission, chaired by Representative Barbara Mikulski 
of Maryland, in 1973 recommended that any presidential candidate 
receiving as much as 10 percent of primary or convention votes in 
any district should receive a proportionate share of the delegates. 
(The California winner-take-all state primary had already been pro- 
hibited by the 1972 convention.) The DNC adopted this recom- 
mendation, though with the threshold raised to 15 percent. 
“Loophole primaries” were permitted in states like New York, Penn- 
sylvania, Illinois, and Ohio, where delegates were chosen directly 
by voters at the district level. In such cases the Mikulski commission 
recommended only that all candidates for delegate be clearly iden- 
tified with a presidential preference. All delegates elected from a given 
district could therefore be committed to a single presidential can- 
didate? 

The Winograd commission, chaired by Michigan state chairman 
Morley Winograd, in 1978 recommended that each state party “adopt 
specific goals and timetables” to carry out its affirmative action pro- 
gram and specified women, blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans 
as objects “of remedial action to overcome the effects of past dis- 
crimination.” The DNC went even further and flatly ordered that 
each state delegation should include an equal number of men and 
women. Another rule change recommended by the Winograd com- 
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mission prohibited the open primary for delegate selection required 
by election laws in such states as Wisconsin and Michigan. When 
the state of Wisconsin challenged this prohibition, the Supreme Court 
in 1981 ruled it valid, declaring the precedence of national party rules 
Over state election laws. ?! 

These changes in Democratic party rules profoundly altered the 
process for nominating presidential candidates, sometimes in ways 
not intended or foreseen by their framers. Many state parties that 
formerly had selected delegates through caucuses or conventions 
found the affirmative action requirements so difficult to meet that 
they switched to choosing delegates through primaries. The number 
of state primaries rose from 16 in 1960, choosing 27 percent of all 
delegates, to 32 in 1980, electing 71 percent of delegates. Presidential 
candidates found it necessary to win the favor of ideological or spe- 
cial-interest activists who were able to turn out voters in primaries 
or pack the remaining caucuses. Television exposure, paid and free, 
in the primary states became much more important. 

Imposition of affirmative action requirements in the Democratic 
party helped give rise to special-interest caucuses, representing, 
among others, feminists, blacks, Hispanics, liberal activists, and 
homosexuals. Many delegates identified their interests with one or 
more of these caucuses rather than with their state delegations. The 
authority of state and local party leaders was further eroded by the 
requirement that delegates be aligned with presidential candidates. 
Delegates elected on a candidate’s slate naturally were more respon- 
sive to the candidate or his managers than to their party’s state or 
local leaders. 

What remained of Democratic machines in cities like Philadelphia 
and Cleveland did what they could to retain control of some delegates 
while complying with the new rules. The Chicago machine, in con- 
trast, in 1972 put together its slate of delegates, headed by Mayor 
Daley, as though nothing had happened. This slate, duly elected in 
Illinois primary, was challenged at the 1972 convention by a group 
of Chicago insurgent reformers on the ground that it did not meet 
the McGovern-Fraser guidelines. The organization slate, composed 
of leaders of the nation’s most politically effective Democratic ma- 
chine, was expelled from the convention. When some of the regulars 
sued the insurgents whom the convention had put in their place, the 
SupremeCourt in 1975 upheld the power of the convention to seat 
or unseat delegates. “The convention,” the Court held, “‘serves the 
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pervasive national interest in the selection of candidates for national 
offices and this national interest is greater than any interest of any 
individual state. ”?? 

The marked increase of state primaries and the strengthened power 
of the campaign organization of the presidential candidate entering 
the convention with the nomination locked up practically eliminated 
the role of the national convention as a genuine decision-making 
body. Under the new rules, nominations have usually been decided 
in the primaries, and the convention has become mainly a television 
spectacular for the winning candidate. By 1988 the television net- 
works had begun to lose interest in the conventions and greatly 
reduced the air time allotted to them, so that even this function was 
being lost. 

The change in rules has certainly led to many more people being 
involved, through primaries or caucuses, in the selection of presi- 
dential nominees. The process of picking national convention dele- 
gates officially begins, at least for the Democrats, in the year of the 
convention. National conventions are more demographically repre- 
sentative of party electorates. At both national party conventions in 
1988 delegates were about equally divided between men and women. 
Democratic delegates were 21 percent black (almost twice the share 
of blacks in the national population but about the same as in the 
normal Democratic electorate) and 4 percent Hispanic; Republican 
delegates were 2 percent black (somewhat greater than the black share 
of the normal Republican electorate) and 3 percent Hispanic. Whether 
this kind of participation and this form of representation are really 
conducive to more effective democracy are questions I will discuss 
in the final chapter.” 


“COME HOME, AMERICA” 


George McGovern made good use of his knowledge of how the new 
party rules were likely to affect future campaigns in his pursuit of 
the Democratic presidential nomination in 1972. The front runner 
for the Democratic nomination at the beginning of 1972, Senator 
Edmund Muskie of Maine, who had been Humphrey’s running mate 
in 1968, went about organizing his campaign in the old way, lining 
up support from congressional leaders, machine bosses, and major 
fundraisers. McGovern, in contrast, assembled an army of grassroots 
volunteers, amateur Democrats, and anti-war protesters—just the 


Reform Politics 349 


kind of people who would be most valuable in mobilizing support 
in the increased number of primaries and the remaining caucuses. 
(McGovern’s strategy may have been dictated in part by the fact that 
he had no chance of getting significant backing from the profession- 
als.) As matters turned out, by the end of the first few primaries in 
March, Muskie had been virtually eliminated and McGovern was 
well on his way to the nomination. 

McGovern’s success grew out of much more than his grasp of the 
new party rules. His message of opposition to continuation of the 
Vietnam War in particular and to foreign military involvements in 
general well suited the anti-war activism that during the late 1960s 
and early 1970s produced student uprisings and riots on many college 
campuses and reached a kind of climax in May 1971 when tens of 
thousands of demonstrators thronged through the streets of Wash- 
ington with the announced purpose of “shutting down the govern- 
ment for a day” to protest Nixon’s order to pursue Vietcong forces 
into Cambodia. (McGovern had been a delegate to Henry Wallace’s 
1948 Progressive party convention in Philadelphia and was in the 
line of liberal isolationists like Burton Wheeler, Hiram Johnson, and 
the LaFollettes. ) 

Beyond that, McGovern’s brand of liberalism came closer than 
any other option available in national politics to expressing the spirit 
of rebellion among many American youths, particularly students at 
elite colleges and universities, that in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
challenged all existing forms of authority, attacked the depersonal- 
izing effects of modern industrial society, and extolled “liberation” 
from almost any kind of social restraint or norms. (The liberated 
person, wrote Jerry Rubin, a favorite radical publicist of the period, 
“can do what he wants whenever he wants to do it. ’) “Come home, 
America,” the theme of McGovern’s acceptance speech after he had 
won the presidential nomination at the Democratic national conven- 
tion in Miami Beach, neatly captured the moods of both liberal 
isolationism and the youth rebellion. 

Unfortunately for McGovern, the great majority of Americans in 
1972 supported neither liberal isolationism nor the youth rebellion— 
in fact, viewed the latter with indignation and fear. Nixon’s heavily 
financed campaign for reelection ground smoothly ahead—deterred 
only slightly by the first and fragmentary reports of the Watergate 
scandal that two years later was to bring Nixon down. In November, 
Nixon won 60.7 percent of the popular vote to 37.5 percent for 
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McGovern—an even larger margin than that by which Johnson had 
defeated Goldwater eight years before. 

Like the hard-right conservatives in 1964, the amateur Democrats 
in 1972 fell far short of winning the presidency for their preferred 
candidate. But also like the hard-right conservatives, they had no 
intention of giving up the struggle. They had made an impact on 
their party that continues to the present day. 


COUN BaP ORAR Y 
PARE ETE S 


ar Ee ee ena 


The New Giants 


National Party Organizations 


DURING MOST OF THE 1970s and 1980s, erosion of support for either 
party in the electorate continued. This decline was caused by, among 
other factors: cultural change, a drastic reduction of state and local 
patronage, the growing role of television as communicator of polit- 
ical information, the increasing power of special-interest groups 
(both economic and ideological), and rising alienation among many 
citizens from all aspects of politics. 

At the same time, beginning in the late 1970s, national party or- 
ganizations, both the national party committees and the parties’ 
congressional campaign committees, massively expanded their fi- 
nancial resources, enlarged their staffs, and became more active in 
campaigns than ever before in history. These highly centralized and 
bureaucratized national party organizations facilitated rising party 
unity in Congress during the 1980s and, on the Republican side, 
helped the Reagan administration achieve many of its policy objec- 
tives. Some political commentators even argued that the parties over- 
all were growing stronger rather than weaker.' 

Few practicing politicians, and few observers close to actual po- 
litical life, however, believed at the end of the 1980s that the long- 
term decline of parties had been reversed or even stabilized. The 
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national party organizations, despite their enormous wealth and tech- 
nical sophistication, have in fact come to pose problems of their own 
for the underlying health of parties. By moving the direction of 
parties further and further from grassroots party organizations and 
party identifiers, and by emphasizing process over substance, they 
weaken the bonds of emotion and self-interest that formerly attracted 
most voters to one major party or the other. Without the support 
produced by such ties, the national party organizations themselves 
can hardly continue to prosper. 


THE WAKE OF WATERGATE 


Richard Nixon and the Republican party had little time to enjoy the 
fruits of their landslide victory in 1972. Within less than two years, 
revelations of the Watergate scandal and other abuses of executive 
power by the administration forced Nixon to resign on the verge of 
impeachment. Ten months before Nixon’s resignation, Vice Presi- 
dent Spiro Agnew, facing unrelated charges of bribery, had also left 
office. In the 1974 midterm elections the Republicans lost 48 seats in 
the House and 5 in the Senate. 

Former House Minority Leader Gerald Ford of Michigan, whom 
Nixon had named to take Agnew’s place, succeeded to the presidency 
in August 1974. Given the cloud of scandal that still hung over the 
Republican party and the painful effects of the severe 1975-76 eco- 
nomic recession, Ford made a surprisingly close race of his bid for 
election to a full term in 1976. The Democrats, still divided by 
intraparty quarrels over the Vietnam War (concluded by American 
withdrawal from South Vietnam in 1975) and civil rights, turned to 
a candidate for President who at the beginning of 1976 was almost 
unknown to the public or for that matter to most Democratic pol- 
iticians: former Governor Jimmy Carter of Georgia. 

Carter, in the week after his nomination by the Democrats in July, 
led Ford in the Gallup poll by 33 percentage points. As the fall 
campaign progressed, however, many voters seemed to develop 
uneasiness over Carter’s qualifications for the presidency. Ford’s in- 
sistence that inflation was the number-one economic evil appeared 
to gain acceptance among much of the public. Ford, David Broder 
said after the election, ‘‘won the argument but lost the election.’” 

In the end, the continuing effects of the recession and the memory 
of Watergate, combined with the still substantial lead held by the 
Democrats in party identification among the electorate, carried 
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Carter to victory. Carter won majorities of 50.1 percent in the pop- 
ular vote and 297 to 240 in the electoral college. 

The Democrats returned to united control of the federal govern- 
ment. The Republicans remained distant minorities in both the House 
and the Senate. Voters overwhelmingly indicated preference for the 
Democratic party in national polls. Once more there was talk that 
the Republican party might soon join the Federalists and the Whigs. 


A MANAGERIAL REVOLUTION 


After Ford’s defeat, William Brock, who had just lost his own race 
for reelection to the Senate from Tennessee, was chosen Republican 
national chairman. Like Ray Bliss in the 1960s, Brock came in at a 
nadir in Republican fortunes. Some conservative activists were ar- 
guing that what conservatives needed was an entirely new national 
party. Others, less extreme, proposed that the Republican party at 
least change its name to escape identification with such political mill- 
stones as the Depression, “country club Republicans,” and Water- 
gate. Rejecting such pessimistic counsel, Brock set out to rejuvenate 
the RNC. 

The challenge facing Brock was even more difficult than that 
which had confronted Bliss. The campaign finance reform act of 
1974, passed in response to the fundraising scandals associated with 
Watergate, placed narrow limits on the amounts an individual could 
contribute to candidates or parties. The practice of relying on a 
relatively few wealthy contributors (the so-called fat cats), which 
Nixon’s fundraisers had followed in 1968 and 1972, was no longer 
possible. Some other means had to be found to finance party op- 
erations. 

Brock’s most critical decision was made during his first month as 
chairman in 1977. Funds not needed for current operating expenses, 
he determined, would be invested in a direct-mail program, much 
more extensive than those the RNC had used off and on since the 
1950s, to build a mass base of small contributors. Some Republican 
leaders argued that available funds should be spent to help candidates 
who were planning races in the 1978 midterm elections. The decision, 
Brock later said, was no easy one: “There really was no other way 
to build an effective national party.” 

Brock’s direct-mail program was a huge success. Expenditure of 
$8 million in the 1977—78 cycle brought a return of $25 million—a 
net of $17 million. In the 1979-80 cycle, expenditure of $12 million 
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brought $54 million—a stunning net of $42 million. After three years 
of operation, the overhead of the direct-mail program was, according 
to Xandra Kayden, “at least ten percent cheaper than all other forms 
of raising money.’”4 

With the increased funds at his disposal, Brock expanded some of 
the outreach programs that had been started by Bliss and began other 
operations that carried the RNC into areas never before entered by 
a national party. In order to show the party’s interest in ideas and to 
generate programmatic proposals that might be politically useful, 
Brock started publication of Commonsense, a moderately intellectual 
quarterly dealing with public policy issues. At a more popular level, 
the RNC published First Monday, a monthly magazine devoted to 
tabloid-style attacks on the Carter administration and the Democrats. 
Slick television commercials, poking fun at President Carter and 
House Speaker Thomas P. O’Neill and urging viewers to ‘‘vote 
Republican, for a change,” were run nationally under RNC spon- 
sorship. 

Brock established a separate division to revive state and local party 
organizations and to recruit candidates for the state legislatures. Be- 
tween 1977 and 1980 more than 10,000 Republicans attended cam- 
paign seminars sponsored by the local elections division. In some 
instances, the RNC gave support to preferred candidates in contested 
primaries—a degree of intervention in local politics that national 
parties had formerly shunned. In 1980 Brock helped pay the salaries 
of the executive directors of all 50 Republican state committees, and 
the RNC gave financial support to more than 4,000 state legislative 
candidates. “The Republicans,” Leon Epstein observed, “‘have na- 
tionalized their party effort by a method analogous to the federal 
government's grant-in-aid system. ”’5 

While Brock was building up the financial resources of the RNC, 
Republican congressional leaders were pursuing similar courses with 
their campaign committees in the House and Senate: the National 
Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC) and the National Re- 
publican Senatorial Committee (NRSC). Rodney Smith, finance di- 
rector of the NRSC most of the time from 1977 through 1986, later 
explained: 


When I went to work for the senatorial campaign committee in Jan- 
uary, 1977, the fund-raising section had only two employees and was 
Operating out of a converted men’s room. The fund-raising division 
was essentially an office to launder money. . . . The big change came 
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as a result of the 1974 law which limited contributions. Before that 
time, there had been really no limit on contributions and relatively 
few large contributors could pay for the entire campaign. The new 
law which set a limit on contributions made it necessary to develop 
a large number of fairly small contributors. 

It was necessary to find new contributors. The best way to do that 
was through direct mail. We found that the best source of donors was 
people who had given to Republican candidates and conservative 
causes in the past. It’s something like religious fund-raising. You go 
back to the same people again and again. These are true believers. It 
took a lot of research.°® 


A PARTY PRESIDENT 


Republican fundraising was given a major lift by the emergence of 
Ronald Reagan as the front runner for the Republican presidential 
nomination in 1980. “When Ronald Reagan entered the picture,” 
Rodney Smith recalled, “direct mail fund-raising took off like a 
rocket.” 

Reagan inherited the support of the groups that had participated 
in the Goldwater crusade in 1964. By 1980, he had assembled some 
additional recruits, from whom he gained electoral and intellectual 
as well as financial backing: 


The Religious New Right. White evangelical Protestants, com- 
prising about 20 percent of the national electorate, had usually been 
predominantly Democratic in their politics, partly because they were 
concentrated in the South but also because they tended to be found 
at the lower levels of the income scale. In the early 1970s, however, 
evangelicals, goaded on by popular television preachers like Jerry 
Falwell and Pat Robertson, became concerned over the trend toward 
the secularization of American culture, caused in part they believed 
by Supreme Court decisions such as those prohibiting prayer in the 
public schools and establishing a constitutional right to abortion. 
Many evangelicals began voting on the basis of their social values 
rather than their perceived economic interests—’’voting with God 
instead of voting with the unions,” as one later said. In 1976 a ma- 
jority of white evangelicals supported Jimmy Carter, himself a ‘“‘born 
again” Christian. But they soon became disenchanted by Carter’s 
failure to advance their social agenda and his backing of such liberal 
proposals as the women’s Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). In 1980, 
evangelicals were at first divided among a number of conservative 
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presidential candidates. But by early spring almost all were enthu- 
siastically supporting Reagan. Falwell promised that he would back 
Reagan “even if he has the devil himself running with him” (by 
which he apparently meant George Bush).’ 


Right-to-Life Catholics. The overwhelming majority of Amer- 
ican Catholics, comprising in 1980 about one-fourth the national 
population, had supported the Democratic party since the days of 
Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson. During the 1960s and 1970s 
a substantial share of Catholics, particularly among the middle class, 
had developed conservative attitudes on economic and foreign policy 
issues. But the real break from the Democratic party for many Cath- 
olics came over the abortion issue that grew out of the 1973 Supreme 
Court ruling essentially establishing a constitutional right to abor- 
tion. The 1980 Democratic platform supported legalized abortion. 
The Republican platform, in contrast, endorsed “a constitutional 
amendment to restore protection of the right to life for unborn chil- 
dren.” Polls showed that about 10 percent of Catholics were voting 
on the abortion issue. Most of these flocked to the support of Ronald 
Reagan. But the issue went deeper. The fundamental difference on 
abortion between the teaching of the Catholic church and the position 
of the Democratic party undermined the emotional bond of almost 
tribal loyalty that most Catholics had felt toward the Democrats. 
The growing share of Catholics who were becoming conservative 
on economic and foreign policy issues now felt perfectly free to cast 
Republican ballots.*® 


Neo-conservatives. In the later 1960s a group of former liberal 
or socialist intellectuals, including such luminaries as Irving Kristol, 
Norman Podhoretz, Jeane Kirkpatrick, James Q. Wilson, Ben Wat- 
tenberg, and Michael Novak, had launched a critique of many aspects 
of American liberalism. Some of the neo-conservatives were Jews, 
and their sense that a part of liberalism was distancing itself from 
support for Israel contributed to their ideological shift. The Mc- 
Govern episode in the Democratic party and liberalism’s abandon- 
ment of liberal hawks like Hubert Humphrey and Senator Henry 
(“Scoop”) Jackson of Washington also shocked and dismayed many 
liberals who were militant anti-Communists. Some of the neo-con- 
servatives continued to think of themselves as Democrats, and many 
felt uncomfortable allying themselves with religious right groups 
like the Moral Majority or the more strident hard-right politicians. 
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But as ideological division sharpened at the beginning of the 1980s, 
they found themselves more and more on the conservative side. Early 
in 1980 some neo-conservatives supported Bush for the Republican 
presidential nomination. But by the time of the Republican national 
convention in July, most had come to regard Reagan as at least the 
lesser evil against Carter. 


The Supply-Siders. During the late 1970s a few conservative 
economists, among whom Arthur Laffer was the most visible, pro- 
mulgated the “supply side” doctrine that cutting taxes was the sure 
route to economic prosperity. This view was taken up by Repre- 
sentative Jack Kemp, Republican of Buffalo, and given journalistic 
voice by the editorial page of the Wall Street Journal. Conservatives 
of all kinds had always favored holding down or cutting taxes. But 
traditional conservatives, like Ford, Bush (who while running for 
the Republican presidential nomination in 1980 labeled the supply- 
side theory “voodoo economics”), and Senator Bob Dole of Kansas, 
had maintained that taxes could safely be cut only after reductions 
had been made in government spending. Otherwise, they warned, 
the federal budget would fall more deeply into deficit, another con- 
servative shibboleth. This caution, some younger conservatives com- 
plained, made conservatism seem Scrooge-like and gave liberals the 
advantage of being associated with the expansion of popular social 
programs. The supply-siders argued that the real key to economic 
stability was not so much a balanced federal budget as the restoration 
of a secure currency based on gold (or some equivalent commodity). 
Taxes, therefore, could safely be lowered without too much concern 
over the size of the federal deficit. Reagan, after initial skepticism, 
had by the beginning of 1980 fully accepted the supply-side theory 
and espoused it in his campaign. 

In addition to those drawn to the Reagan coalition by some aspect 
of hard-right conservatism, many stalwart, moderate, and even pro- 
gressive Republicans joined up, particularly after Reagan’s victory 
over Bush in the New Hampshire primary in February. They were 
attracted in part by the conviction that Reagan offered the best 
hope of restoring values and governmental approaches derived 
from the republican tradition to national power, and in part by the 
prospect of sharing the tangible rewards of victory if he was elected 
President. 

Unlike some hard-right conservatives, Reagan was a fiercely com- 
mitted Republican party man. As governor of California from 1966 
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through 1972, he had worked to build up the state Republican party. 
He had campaigned conscientiously for moderate and even progres- 
sive Republican candidates for state office as well as for fellow hard- 
right conservatives, thereby achieving a relatively cohesive party in 
a state where parties were traditionally weak. 

After his nomination for President at the Republican convention 
in Detroit, Reagan identified his candidacy closely with Republicans 
of all stripes running for congressional and state offices. In September 
he posed on the steps of the national capitol in Washington with 
scores of Republican congressional candidates to symbolize his as- 
sociation with the entire party ticket. 

The cultural groups that formed Reagan’s winning coalition in 
November over Carter and John Anderson, the independent third- 
party candidate, are shown in Figure 18-1. The largest segment was 
made up of white mainline Protestants (including Methodists, Pres- 
byterians, Lutherans, Episcopalians, and some smaller denomina- 
tions), who, outside the South, had provided the base of the 
Republican party since the Civil War. To this Reagan added 60 percent 
of white evangelicals (Baptists and some smaller fundamentalist de- 
nominations), many of whom had supported Carter in 1976; and a 
little more than ṣo percent of white Catholics, who gave majority 
support to a Republican candidate for President for only the second 
time in history. (The first time had been for Nixon against George 
McGovern in 1972.) Jews gave a small plurality to Carter over Rea- 
gan, but they defected to Anderson in sufficient numbers to deny a 
majority of their vote to the Democratic candidate for President for 
the first time since 1924. Blacks and Hispanics remained loyal to the 
New Deal coalition—though the majority among Hispanics was 
smaller than in earlier elections. 

Even more sensational than Reagan’s election as President, which 
by the end of the fall campaign was expected, was the Republican 
gain of 12 seats in the Senate, giving the Republicans control of that 
body for the first time since 1954. The Republicans also gained 35 
seats in the House. That left them still 51 seats behind the Democrats, 
but they were in a position to pick off conservative or moderate 
Democrats to form a majority on some issues. 

Carter had been weakened by a homespun presidential style that 
did not wear well with a majority of the electorate, and even more 
by the effects of double-digit inflation and anger among voters over 
the prolonged captivity of 52 American hostages in Iran. His un- 
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Figure 18-1 Voting in the 1980 presidential election, by ethnic/religious 
groups 
Source: American National Election Study, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 1980 


popularity helped pull down other Democrats. The question re- 
mained whether the Republican victory had been a flash in the pan 
or reflected a long-term partisan and ideological shift. 

As President, Reagan was swiftly rewarded for the attention he 
had devoted to Republican congressional candidates. With almost 
united Republican support in both the House and the Senate, plus 
backing from some conservative Democrats, Reagan during his first 
year in office was able to push through most of the administration’s 
program calling for deep cuts in personal and corporate income tax 
rates, massive expansion of the military budget, and some reduction 
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in federal domestic spending. Reagan and his advisers decided to put 
off delivering on his fourth major governmental pledge, moving the 
federal budget toward balance—a decision that had dire consequences 
for the fiscal future. 

Bill Brock, who had made some enemies among the Reaganites 
because of his evenhandedness during the 1980 primary season, left 
the RNC to join the administration as chief foreign-trade negotiator. 
Some of the innovative programs he had introduced were abandoned. 
But the RNC’s new leadership, closely supervised by the Reagan 
White House, particularly chief of staff James Baker, invested heavily 
in “high tech” computer technology. Money continued to flow in 
and the RNC played an even larger part in the 1982 midterm election 
campaign than it had in 1980.° 

Figure 18-2 shows the spectacular growth of expenditures by 
Republican national party committees reported to the Federal Elec- 
tion Commission (FEC) in the early 1980s. (Expenditures on federal 
elections by state and local party committees are included in the totals, 
because the national party committees have in recent years encour- 
aged some of their regular contributors to give directly to state and 
local parties, which are not subject to some of the restrictions federal 
law places on spending by national party committees.) Total Re- 
publican spending peaked in 1982 and then declined, but in 1988 it 
was still far above its 1978 level. Expenditures by Republican com- 
mittees from 1977 to 1988 rose by more than twice the rate of in- 
flation."° 

After Reagan’s election in 1980 the National Republican Congres- 
sional Committee (NRCC) attracted a huge increase in contributions 
to support its drive to win Republican control of the House in 1982. 
After that effort failed, its financial support declined. The National Re- 
publican Senatorial Committee (NRSC) suffered a similar, though less 
severe, falloff after the Republicans lost control of the Senate in 1986. 


THE DEMOCRATS RESPOND 


Republican party committees at the national level continued through- 
out the 1980s to hold a wide lead in staff and financial resources over 
their Democratic counterparts. But the relative size of this margin 
by the end of Reagan’s second term was greatly reduced from what 
it had been ten years before. In the 1979-80 election cycle Republican 
committees outspent their Democratic counterparts by a ratio of 4.6 
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Figure 18-2 Expenditures by Republican party committees on federal 
elections, 1977—1988 


Source: Federal Election Commission 


to 1. In 1987-88, though the Republicans’ advantage in dollars was 
even larger, their relative edge was down to 2.1 to 1r." 

Thoughtful Democrats had recognized by 1980 that the Repub- 
licans were getting far ahead of them in national fundraising and 
modern campaign technology. So long as many more voters regarded 
themselves as Democrats than as Republicans, the Republicans’ fi- 
nancial and technological advantages did not seem particularly threat- 
ening. But after 1980, when the gap between the parties’ popular 
support levels began to close, the Republicans’ superiority in national 
organization became increasingly critical. 
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When Charles Manatt, a successful southern California lawyer 
with a long record of experience in Democratic politics, became 
chairman of the DNC in 1981, he found the national party organi- 
zation in tatters. “Entering the DNC at that time,” Lynn Cutler, 
who came in with Manatt as vice-chair, later recalled, ‘““was like the 
fall of Saigon. Phones had been disconnected. Chairs literally were 
thrown on the floor. ”!? The Democrats had lost three of the last four 
presidential elections, and now for the first time in more than a 
quarter-century they had lost control of the Senate as well. 

Manatt set out as best he could to modernize the Democrats’ 
national machinery, frankly copying some of the innovations Brock 
had introduced at the RNC. In 1981 he launched a direct-mail cam- 
paign aimed at broadening the party’s base for fundraising. The 
national committee’s huge debt, dating back to 1968, was refinanced, 
freeing up most current receipts for use on current operations. Funds 
taken in by national Democratic organizations gradually rose (Figure 
18-3). 

The DNC political division, led after 1981 by Ann Lewis, was 
reorganized and expanded. In 1982 the DNC invested seed money 
and assigned a consultant to build the institutional resources of the 
New Mexico state Democratic party. “Some of the state Democratic 
candidates in New Mexico,” Brian Lunde, executive director of the 
DNC, recalled, “at first did not want to buy in. They felt it would 
interfere with their ability to control their own destinies. But they 
finally agreed to conduct a common mass mailing campaign, which 
resulted in a widespread victory for the entire Democratic ticket.” 
In a single year this project helped the New Mexico party expand 
its budget by more than 600 percent. By 1984 similar party-building 
programs had been launched in 18 additional states." 

The Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee (DSCC) and 
the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee (DCCC) made 
some progress during the 1983—84 cycle toward catching up with 
their better-financed and more heavily staffed Republican counter- 
parts. The DCCC in particular, under the chairmanship of Repre- 
sentative Tony Coelho of California, became an effective political 
instrument. Both Democratic campaign committees increased their 
levels of direct financial assistance to candidates and, more important, 
persuaded some senior members holding safe seats to share some of 
their surplus funds with fellow Democrats in close contests." 

Coelho steered business political action committees (PACs) eager 
to ingratiate themselves with the Democrats to races in which the 
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Figure 18-3 Expenditures by Democratic party committees on federal 
elections, 1977-1988 


Source: Federal Election Commission 


need was greatest. “Tony Coelho,” said Representative Barney Frank, 
Democrat of Massachusetts, “was very good at explaining the facts 
of life to the PACs: if you want to talk to us later, you had better 
help us now. He also made clear that we did not expect them to 
contribute to Republican challengers where Democratic incumbents 
were in trouble.” Coelho reportedly visited more than a hundred 
business and trade association PACs, making three points: “Not all 
Democrats are anti-business; Democrats will retain control of the 
House for the remainder of this century; and PACs who side with 
the Republicans shall pay a political price for doing so.”’!5 
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TOO MUCH MONEY? 


Since 1980 national party committees have used only a small portion 
of the money they have raised for direct contributions to candidates 
or for so-called coordinated expenditures through which party com- 
mittees pay for services made available to individual House or Senate 
campaigns. In the 1985—86 election cycle, for example, the three 
major Republican committees disbursed $212 million, of which only 
$2.6 million went for direct contributions and $14 million for co- 
ordinated expenditures. The three major Democratic committees 
spent $44 million, of which $1.2 million went for direct contributions 
and $7.9 million for coordinated expenditures. !6 

The reason, or part of the reason, national party committees do 
not use more of their money for candidate contributions or coor- 
dinated expenditures is that they are restricted by the 1974 campaign 
finance law, which, through complicated formulas, limits the 
amounts parties can contribute or spend directly on individual races. 
Most committees in both parties in recent years have “‘maxed out” 
on expenditures for candidates whom they regarded as being in truly 
competitive races. 

The rest of the money goes for a wide variety of purposes. These 
include: gathering and computerizing voter lists, polling, recruiting 
candidates, conducting campaign schools for candidates and their 
managers, researching issues, “generic” national advertising (pro- 
moting the party as a whole and therefore not counted as contri- 
butions to individual candidates), preparing media packages to be 
sold at cost or given as in-kind contributions to candidates, paying 
fees to campaign consultants, meeting the substantial administrative 
cost of running the committees, and contributing to state and local 
parties. Finally, a great deal of the money raised by national party 
committees is used to pay the enormous costs of fundraising itself.” 

By 1986 the national organizations of both parties has acquired 
extensive and sophisticated technological resources. Thomas Ho- 
feller, director of the RNC computer center, described the Operation 
under his command: 


Our computer, which now contains 60 million names, is the biggest 
in the country in political use. We fill it with voter lists that we obtain 
from the states. In some cases we buy the lists from state election 
bureaus. In other cases, we take them from paper napkins maintained 
by county clerks. . . . Computer technology has been available since 
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the late 60s and the early 70s, but the political parties only gradually 
became aware of its potentialities. When the Republican party finally 
began to use computers on a large scale in the late 1970s, that rep- 
resented a quantum leap in political campaign techniques. We use 
computers for all kinds of purposes: for mailings, for phone banks, 
for demographic research, to research the Opposition. . . . Parties used 
to be people oriented, but now they no longer have the people so the 
computer has to some extent filled the gap.'8 


DNC executive director Brian Lunde explained the role of the 
national committee in the computer age: 


The DNC is a technology center. It is in a position to make maximum 
use of new developments in campaign technology. The DNC runs 
guinea pig studies of new forms of technology and the results of these 
are made available to Democratic candidates throughout the country. 
The DNC experiments with the new kinds of software.'° 


Some expenditures by party committees which are not counted, 
or only partly counted, against FEC limits on candidate spending 
directly benefit individual campaigns. In 1986, for example, Paul 
Herrnson reports, the NRCC made available media packages worth 
“nearly $100,000 on the commercial market as in-kind contributions 
that were valued at $2,000 or less.” Under FEC regulations, polls 
paid for by party committees may be turned over to candidates at 
sharply depreciating costs as time elapses after the poll is taken—so 
percent after 15 days and down to 5 percent after 60 days. This is 
not much help in relaying results of “tracking polls” on nightly 
changes in voter opinions, but it gives candidates valuable access to 
low-cost polling on underlying voter attitudes. Senator Gordon 
Humphrey of New Hampshire, for example, Herrnson found, ‘‘re- 
ceived the results of a statewide poll” commissioned by the NRSC 
“for under $100 during his 1984 bid for reelection.” 2 

How much effect all this spending by national parties has had on 
election outcomes is difficult to judge. Some of the national party 
committees now maintain sizable bureaucracies, which seem to bring 
with them many of the same kind of operational problems and inef- 
ficiencies that afflict most large bureaucracies. The committees in 
addition are burdened by particular handicaps that spring from their 
political nature. The chief executives of all major party committees 
are politicians, most of whom have no special training or interest in 
administration and who regard the chairmanship as a temporary post 
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in a career with larger objectives. Using the chairmanship as a step- 
ping-stone to something else no doubt motivates performance but 
also may introduce conflicting interests. Turnover of professional 
staff on most of the committees is frequent, reflecting in part chang- 
ing committee leadership. (The chief exception has been the NRCC, 
where Representative Guy Vander Jagt of Michigan has been chair- 
man since 1975.) 

Many of the contributors and some politician clients are critical 
of the high salaries received by some staff professionals and the large 
fees paid by the committees to consultants and pollsters. Former 
Senator Paul Laxalt of Nevada, outgoing general chairman of the 
national Republican party (a post created by the Reagan White House 
to oversee the activities of all national Republican party committees), 
said in 1987: ““We’ve got too much money, we’ve got way too many 
political operatives, we’ve got far too few volunteers. .. . We are 
substituting contributions and high technology for volunteers in the 
field.” After the Republicans lost control of the Senate in 1986, the 
NRSC promptly paid bonuses totaling $257,000 to 87 staff mem- 
bers—causing considerable uproar from contributors to the com- 
mittee’s $84 million war chest. “Most of the consultants hired by 
the RNC,” a Republican consultant told Thomas Edsall of the Wash- 
ington Post, “do hardly anything to earn their fees and they get picked 
up because they know someone.’”! 

Most candidates, however, particularly those who have been in 
close elections, speak highly of the committees’ contributions and 
services. Though the committees sometimes miss participating in 
races that turn out to be close, they often have been credited with 
providing crucial assistance in competitive elections. In the first half 
of the 1980s, when the Republicans’ superiority in staff and financial 
resources was clear, Republican candidates won most of the close 
congressional elections. In the second half of the decade, in contrast, 
as the Democratic committees began to catch up, the record of par- 
tisan outcomes in close elections was reversed. Candidates often 
comment with appreciation, and sometimes with awe, on the state- 
of-the-art television facilities, nightly tracking polls, and computer 
technology that are made available to them.” 


PAC POWER 


The rise in fundraising and spending by national parties came at the 
same time as the rapid growth of expenditures by business, labor, 
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and ideological political action committees—the so-called PACs. 
Though PACs had existed since the 1940s, they were relatively minor 
providers of campaign funds until after the passage of the post- 
Watergate campaign finance reforms in the 1970s. The new regula- 
tions limited campaign contributions by an individual to $1,000 per 
candidate for each campaign (primary, general, and in some states 
runoff primary), and $20,000 to national party committees, per year, 
up to a total of $25,000 by each individual per calendar year. Large 
contributions from individuals to candidates or for direct expendi- 
tures by campaign committees, on which both parties in the past 
had largely depended, were thereby practically eliminated. PACs, 
drawing on small contributions raised by corporations, labor unions, 
and interest groups, in contrast, were permitted to give $5,000 to 
candidates for each campaign and $15,000 to party committees, with 
no limit on total contributions. PACs inevitably became major sources 
of campaign revenue. 

The number of PACs increased from 600 in 1974 to more than 
4,100 in 1990. In 1979 successful House candidates got 17 percent of 
their campaign contributions from PACs, and candidates elected to 
the Senate got 11 percent. In 1986 these shares had risen to 42 percent 
for the House and 27 percent for the Senate. The steady increase in 
PAC contributions to Democratic and Republican candidates from 
1977 through 1988 is shown in Figure 18-4. 

Though about two-thirds of PAC money comes from corpora- 
tions and trade associations, most of whose leaders are politically 
conservative, PACs have always given more to Democrats than 
to Republicans, and this gap has been widening. The reason for 
this apparent anomaly is that PACs give most of their money 
to incumbents as the best means of assuring future access to law- 
makers. (“I’ve had people who contribute to my campaigns,” a 
senator told Brooks Jackson of the Wall Street Journal, “and they 
get access; the others get good government. ”’) During the 1970s and 
1980s there have always been more incumbent Democrats than Re- 
publicans.”4 

The effects of PACs on national parties have been mixed. PACs 
make most of their contributions directly to candidates rather than 
to party committees and therefore are often cited as a cause of the 
weakening of parties. “The emergence of PACs,” Bill Brock has 
said, “poses a serious threat to the role of parties.” In the view of 
Robert Strauss, the Washington super-lawyer and political insider, 
who served as chairman of the DNC from 1972 to 1977, “The 
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Figure 18—4 PAC contributions to congressional candidates, 1977—1988 


Source: Federal Election Commission 


availability of PAC money has contributed to the undermining of 
party discipline.’’ 

Most party committees in Washington, however, maintain close 
working relationships with PACs. Many PAC paymasters look to 
party committees for guidance in determining how to distribute 
whatever money they give to challengers and candidates for open 
congressional seats. Party committees are usually candid with PACs 
in appraising their candidates’ chances, because, as Tim Hyde, as- 
sistant director of the NRSC, said: ‘“There’s no point in lying to the 
PACs about the nature of a race, because the people running the 
PACs are pretty skillful at detecting what’s going on. They’re careful 
about what they do with their dollars.’’6 

Party committees bring candidates to Washington and introduce 
them to potentially interested PAC directors. The Republican com- 
mittees utilize their relatively larger staffs to customize presentations 
by individual candidates to PACs, while the Democrats go in more 
for mass gatherings at which PAC operatives are encouraged to shop 
among the candidates. “The Democrats,” a PAC operative told Paul 
Herrnson, “rely on the much larger Cattle Shows, while the Re- 
publicans also use the more intimate Dog and Pony Show ap- 
proach.’’?7 
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RISING PARTY UNITY 


The increased activity of national party committees has probably 
contributed to rising party unity on roll-call vote in Congress, as 
shown in Figures 18-5 and 18-6. The declining share of southern 
conservatives among the Democrats in Congress, the falling share 
of progressive Republicans, and the ideological polarization caused 
by the Reagan administration have all been factors in boosting 
congressional party unity. But most political participants and ob- 
servers also credit the party campaign committees with fostering 
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Figure 18-5 Average party unity score in the House, 1972-1990 


Source: Congressional Quarterly 
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Figure 18-6 Average party unity scores in the Senate, 1972-1990 


Source: Congressional Quarterly 


party cohesion. Senator Richard Lugar of Indiana, who chaired the 
NRSC in 1983-84, argues that “centralized fund-raising and the 
campaign support we are able to provide produces heightened ca- 
maraderie among Senate Republicans which translates into increased 
unity on rollcall votes.” Kirk O’Donnell, an experienced Washington 
Democratic operative who served for several years in the 1980s as 
assistant to House Speaker O’ Neill, agrees: “When party committees 
actively help candidates running for office, they naturally are able to 
exert more influence on them after they are elected.” Representative 
Vin Weber of Minnesota, a member of the House Republican lead- 
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ership, observes: “The NRCC has been of tremendous value in build- 
ing the party [in the House]. It not only gives support to Republican 
candidates in elections, but also helps promote party unity once they 
are elected.” And Audrey Sheppard, political director of the DSCC 
during the 1980s, maintains; “Bringing incumbent [Democratic] sen- 
ators together to work for the [campaign] committee has helped build 
party unity and cohesion. These senators are not necessarily pals, 
but when you put together a road show and take them to a state to 
raise money, that gives them the experience of working together for 
the party cause. And that gives them a sense of fellow feeling that 
carries through later on the Senate floor.” 

Since the time of William McKinley, an incumbent President has 
almost always been able to dominate his party’s national committee. 
Some Presidents, like Johnson and Nixon, have chosen for reasons 
of their own to maintain weak national committees. But others, 
including Eisenhower and Kennedy and more recently Ronald Rea- 
gan and George Bush, have built up the national committee as a 
political arm of the administration 

The Reagan administration regularly used the RNC to promote 
public and political support for its legislative program, beginning 
with the 1981 tax cut. Pamela Adkins, director of media advertising 
for the RNC during Reagan’s second term, explained in 1986: 


We view it as a major part of our mission to rally support for the 
President’s position on issues like the Contra vote [then coming up 
in Congress]. We did this on the MX [missile] vote, and on the budget 
vote, and on many others. We produce generic advertising for use in 
selected media markets. We also provide Republican spokespersons 
to speak for the administration position via satellite on local television 
channels. Recently we made Jeane Kirkpatrick available for interviews 
by six stations. We also use personalities like the Vice President and 
Patrick Buchanan and Alexander Haig. These interviews are targeted 
into districts which are critical on any particular vote. More and more 
we are using targeted advertising for particular districts. That way 
you can jump right over the Washington news COVEFAgE.! aa 


When critical votes approached in Congress, the Reagan White 
House and the RNC called on state party officials to help sway 
Republican senators and representatives. Washington state Republi- 
can chairman Jennifer Dunn said in the spring of 1986: 


We are doing everything we can to encourage our House members 
to vote for aid to the Contras. We are able to direct donations into 
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their campaigns for reelection and there is no question this gives us 
some help in coming back to them on legislative matters. ... We 
[also] generate mail, generate phone calls from around the state to our 


congressmen.” 


An incumbent President’s influence over his party’s congressional 
campaign committees is of course more limited. The relationship 
between the White House, the national committee, and the congres- 
sional campaign committees is not pyramidal or hierarchical. The 
congressional committees raise their own funds and may follow 
somewhat different guiding stars of ideology or personal ambition. 

During recent Republican administrations, however, the Repub- 
licans have always been in the minority in the federal House and 
usually in the Senate. As a result, Republicans in Congress depend 
to a great extent on their alignment with the White House for leg- 
islative leverage. The Democratic majority, particularly in the House, 
usually pays more attention to Republican members as allies of the 
administration than as minority legislators. “In the Congress,” Rep- 
resentative Bill Frenzel of Minnesota, ranking Republican on the 
House Budget Committee, said in 1990, “we have no role other than 
to get overrun by the Democrat majority. But when we are working 
with Big Brother [the White House] we have the clout we don’t 
have in the House of Representatives.” A Republican President, 
moreover, can be a highly effective fundraiser for Republican 
congressional campaigns—a task to which both Presidents Reagan 
and Bush have devoted much time and energy.*! 

Democrats after January 1981, of course, could not look to a 
Democratic President to build party unity. Even during the Carter 
administration the Democratic White House and the Democratic 
majorities in Congress often went their separate ways. Attempts by 
Charles Mannat in the early 1980s to bring Democratic congressional 
leaders, governors, and other party leaders together for regular con- 
ferences on policy met with little success. House Speaker O’Neill 
and Senate Democratic Leader Robert Byrd were as firmly opposed 
to giving the DNC a role in congressional policy-making as Sam 
Rayburn and Lyndon Johnson had been in the 1950s. 

Why then has Democratic cohesion in Congress increased even 
more than cohesion among Republicans? The answer—in addition 
to the declining number of conservative southern Democrats and the 
effects of unified fundraising—appears to be that political and ide- 
ological challenges by the Reagan administration brought congres- 
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sional Democrats to recognize that the values and interests they hold 
in common are usually more compelling than the ideological and 
practical differences that in the past have often driven them apart. 


“MORNING IN AMERICA” 


In 1984 Ronald Reagan swept easily to a second term over his Dem- 
Ocratic opponent, former Vice President Walter Mondale. Reagan 
amassed $9 percent of the popular vote, the fourth-largest landslide 
in history, and won all electoral votes except those of Minnesota, 
Mondale’s home state, and the District of Columbia. 

The composition of Reagan’s victory among cultural groups is 
shown in Figure 18-7. The traditional Republican base among white 
mainline Protestants increased only ‘slightly over its 1980 level. But 
among white evangelicals Reagan’s margin soared to 80 percent, and 
among white Catholics to 59 percent. Jews, who early in 1984 had 
been drawn to the Republicans by the rise in the Democratic party 
of Jesse Jackson, whom many Jews regarded as anti-Semitic, were 
ultimately carried back to the Democrats by concern over the prom- 
inence of Falwell and other fundamentalists in the Reagan campaign. 
Jews gave Mondale about two-thirds of their vote—a fairly small 
majority by historical standards. Hispanics divided about as they had 
in 1980. Blacks, now making up 22 percent of the total Democratic 
vote, remained firmly loyal to the New Deal coalition. 

The most important demographic change in the 1984 election was 
that voters under 30, who had been more Democratic than the rest 
of the population since polls started to be taken in the 1930S, were 
now the most Republican age group in the electorate. For the first 
time in more than $o years, the Republicans had a realistic hope of 
becoming the wave of the future.*2 

James Baker, still at that time White House chief of staff, oversaw 
direction of the Reagan campaign. A series of slick television com- 
mercials, largely devoid of substance, associated the President with 
the cheerful theme, “Morning in America.” The RNC, chaired by 
Frank Fahrenkopf, former state chairman in Nevada, was assigned 
responsibility for building up Republican voter registration, to 
counter Charles Manatt’s announced plans for massively increasing 
Democratic registration, and for turning out the vote on election 
day. 

“The federal campaign finance law,” Baker later said, “that makes 
it possible for the national committee to give money for grassroots 
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Figure 18-7 Voting in the 1984 presidential election, by ethnic/religious 
groups 
Source: American National Election Study, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 1984 


organization to state and local parties made it advisable for us to 
expand the role of the national party organization over what we had 
done in 1980.’ (National contributions for ‘“party-building” by 
state and local organizations are not counted against limits on spend- 
ing for national candidates.) 

Fahrenkopf concentrated the RNC’s efforts on 650 key counties 
(or, in New England, towns), largely bypassing Republican state 
organizations. A staff of 40 field operators led by William Lacy, the 
RNC’s political director, supervised local party activities in each of 
these counties.* 
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In the battle for new registrants, the Republicans scored a clear 
victory. Registration went up sharply in many areas among groups 
that were expected to vote Democratic. But in most places those 
gains were matched or exceeded by new registrants among groups 
favoring the Republicans. In North Carolina, for example, registra- 
tion among blacks went up by 179,000, but registration among 
whites, many of them evangelicals, rose by 308,000. Republicans 
heavily outnumbered Democrats among new registrants in California 
and Florida and took the larger share of the IQ percent increase in 
registration in Texas.” 

At the start of the 1984 campaign, Reagan had intended to do even 
more than he had in 1980 to help congressional and state Republican 
candidates, in hopes of scoring an across-the-board party sweep. But 
in his first debate with Mondale in early October, the 73-year-old 
President appeared hazy and uncertain. Though the polls did not 
waver much, the White House political operatives became frightened 
and decided to devote almost all their resources to Reagan’s reelec- 
tion. “By the time we got back on track,” one of them later said, 
“it was too late to make an all-out drive for Congress.” Perhaps 
partly as a result, the Republicans actually lost two seats in the Senate 
and regained a net of only 14 of the 27 seats they had lost in the 
House in the midterm elections of 1982. 


THE LIMITS OF 
CENTRALIZED NATIONAL ORGANIZATION 


From December 1984 to November 1987, as part of my research for 
this book, I interviewed 62 current or former party officials, mem- 
bers of national party staffs, public officeholders, and independent 
Washington political consultants who work closely with party com- 
mittees. I found many of these political professionals pleased, even 
exhilarated, by the increased financial and technological resources 
commanded by national party organizations. But many, particularly 
among Democrats, but also to a growing extent among Republicans 
after their party lost control of the Senate in the 1986 midterm elec- 
tions, had begun to recognize the limits of what can be achieved 
through highly centralized national party organizations and to grow 
wary of the pitfalls that come with the nationalization of parties. 
Ann Lewis, the DNC’s political director, whom I visited in her 
office in the DNC’s brand-new headquarters building on Capitol 
Hill at the end of 1984, was concerned that party nationalization had 
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fostered too much concentration on internal party procedures. ‘“The 
Democrats,” she said, “have been through a period of looking in- 
ward, of rewriting rules, of reforming procedures. I think it is time 
now to begin talking about policies and issues—to give more atten- 
tion to what the Democratic party really stands for.” 

Tony Harrison, a former state legislator from Gary, Indiana, who 
had come to Washington to help manage the DNC’s 1984 registration 
drive after working in Jesse Jackson’s campaign for the Democratic 
presidential nomination, had concluded that national parties built 
around fundraising and technology were suppressing party differ- 
ences that would make elections meaningful. “Parties in the United 
States,” he said, “have become more illusion than real. Voters are 
running out of motivation, particularly blacks are running out of 
motivation, to favor one party over the other.’’*’ 

Brian Lunde, the DNC’s executive director, though viewing pol- 
itics pragmatically and opposing the emphasis on issues and ideology 
called for by Lewis and Harrison, agreed that the more nationalized 
Democratic party had developed functional problems: “The Dem- 
ocrats have become the best party in the world for holding conven- 
tions in Holiday Inns, but they are not very good at winning 
elections. They have become a convention party, not an election 
party. They run the danger of becoming irrelevant to the electoral 
process.” 2 

Robert Strauss, whose experience with the national Democratic 
party goes back to the early 1960s, worried that the proliferation of 
presidential primaries was driving both parties toward their ex- 
tremes: 


The primaries now select the presidential candidates, and the primaries 
are dominated by the activists, who tend to be more ideological— 
more extreme. The activists tend to be ideologues. They tend to be 
on the cutting edge of politics—to be way out. They are more extreme 
than the grassroots workers of the party. The growing power of the 
activists reflects the inability of the old party machinery at the grass- 
roots level to have an impact on the national political debate. 


On the Republican side, James Baker, who had moved on to be- 
come secretary of the treasury when I talked with him in March 
1985, conceded that Reagan’s landslide reelection in 1984 had been 
“more a Reagan victory than a party victory.” The disappointing 
showing by Republicans in House elections, he said, made that clear. 
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He was not particularly optimistic that the coalition that had elected 
Reagan could be turned into a durable majority party: 


The born-again Christian crowd were very helpful to Reagan in the 
South, and the extent to which they have swung to the Republicans 
may lead to some realignment. But they may bother some of the 
younger voters—the so-called yuppies—who also swept to Reagan’s 
side in 1984. This is not much of a problem for Reagan personally, 
but it may be a problem for the future of the Republican party. It was 
economic issues that brought the yuppies to Reagan. Many of these 
voters are turned off by the religious issues. Opposition to abortion, 
for instance, is not an issue that is popular among most yuppies— 
particularly among yuppie women. Religious and social issues also 
cost the Republicans dearly among potential supporters they might 
have had in the Jewish community.” 


Most of the Washington political consultants who sell their services 
both to candidates and party committees were convinced that parties, 
even with their augmented national organizations, were losing po- 
litical significance. “The party organization,” said Roger Stone, a 
highly visible Republican consultant, “‘is really a relic of the past. 
There really is no mass-based party any more... . Each election 
cycle presents a new series of party alignments. Most voters align 
temporarily with one party or the other.” William Hamilton, an 
active Democratic consultant and pollster, declared: “The parties have 
been overwhelmed by technology. Three things caused the parties 
to go downhill: the telephone, television, and the Model T.” Pat 
Cadell, another Democratic consultant and pollster, who had been 
one of Jimmy Carter’s principal political advisers, said flatly: ‘““Con- 
sultants have in many ways taken the place of the party.’ 

Lee Atwater, who had played a key role in the 1984 Reagan cam- 
paign (and would go on to help direct George Bush’s 1988 campaign 
and become chairman of the RNC before dying of cancer at the age 
of 40 in 1991), argued that party organizations must adjust to op- 
erating in a political environment in which most voters feel little 
attachment to any party: 


We are going through a period of political dealignment [abandonment 
of parties by voters] and I expect this process of dealignment to con- 
tinue for the indefinite future. The parties, to be effective, will have 
to learn to live with a situation in which dealignment will be the 
permanent reality. . . . It’s all part of the transition to the commu- 
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nication age. . . . The tradition of the Ray Bliss kind of political party 
was to have a chairman who was a good organization guy. That’s not 
what is needed today at all. What you look for now is someone who 
is good on the media, a spokesman for the party instead of an or- 
ganizer. You need someone who understands the media. * 


Roger Craver, the Democrats’ direct-mail fundraising wizard who 
has worked at various times for the DNC, the DCCC, and the 
DSCC, argued that traditional parties were “doomed” by modern 
technology: 


When I was in high school in Adams County, Pennsylvania [Gettys- 
burg], in the late 1950s, it was before the impact of the new tech- 
nology—before xeroxing. At that time, political power in Adams 
County belonged to people who had voter lists. And these were very 
scarce. By pounding real hard on a typewriter you might make eleven 
copies. And that was all that would exist of a voter list. The eleven 
people in Adams County who had those copies had enormous power. 
That kind of limitation on the supply of information has now been 
completely overcome. Information can now be made readily available 
and this removes the monopoly on the necessary tools of politics, the 
data of politics, that used to be held by the people who controlled the 
parties. So candidates no longer need the parties. That is the chief 
reason our politics has become candidate-oriented where it used to be 
party-oriented.* 


The only hope for parties, Craver maintained, is to become “‘more 
ideological,” providing candidates with a “‘sense of direction,’ rather 
than concentrating mainly on technological competition. 

Some of the Washington professionals had concluded that the cen- 
tralized national party organizations were themselves becoming part 
of the problem. Rodney Smith, the NRSC’s finance director, said 
after the Republicans lost control of the Senate in 1986, despite having 
raised a record campaign war chest: 


I realized that what we have been doing is producing a political welfare 
state where the candidates think their largest objective is to rip off the 
national campaign committees. In 1978 and 1980 the candidates were 
more self-reliant, but by 1986 they had come to feel great dependence 
on the fund-raising ability of the national committees. Candidates now 
feel that what they need to do is to rip off the national committees 
instead of busting their own butts.“ 
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William MclInturff, director of party development for the RNC, 
said that “one problem with the national party getting so strong is 
that it has sucked up good people who might otherwise be out 
working in the states.’’4 

Roger Craver observed that the close association between Dem- 
ocratic national organizations and business PACs had helped turn the 
party into “a coalition between very wealthy lobbyists and lawyers 
on one side, and the very poor on the other.” The middle class, he 
said, had been “cut away” from the Democratic party. “This has 
tended to produce a politics without values.’’4 

Some professionals maintained that national organizations with 
money and technical assistance can produce a network of local or- 
ganizations for the duration of a campaign. But if there is no un- 
derlying support for the party in a locality, the organization will 
vanish as soon as the money and technical help are withdrawn. Wil- 
liam Lacy, who by 1986 had moved from the RNC to become po- 
litical director in the White House, said: 


We found in 1984 that we could buy any kind of organization we 
wanted in a particular locality. By spending enough money we could 
put an organization in place. But if there was no party commitment 
among the people, or no leader, when the organization we had paid 
for ended, there was virtually no residue, there was no carry-over. 47 


Some of these comments by Washington party professionals point 
in different directions, and some are contradictory. But all suggest 
that the affluence and technical expertise achieved by national party 
organizations in the 1980s give little ground for complacency among 
those who believe that strong parties serve the public good. 

My own conclusion is that highly centralized and bureaucratized 
national party organizations are better than no party organizations 
at all. But, as several of my informants indicated, the national party 
organizations that evolved in the 1970s and 1980s are not well suited 
in their present character to perform the parties’ historic function of 
mobilizing public support for political values and substantive gov- 
ernmental approaches and policies. In any case, national party or- 
ganizations probably cannot continue playing even their current roles 
indefinitely if they lack roots among the voting public in the states 
and localities. What then of the health of parties at the state and local 
levels? 


SE NINETEEN W% 


State Parties 
Seeking New Roles 


BEFORE THE DECLINE OF state and local party organizations began in 
the 1950s, state parties were roughly classifiable into three main 
groups. In a belt of older industrial states reaching from New England 
to Illinois (much of the area covered by the baseball major leagues 
before expansion), traditional patronage-based party organizations 
had survived the Progressive Era and continued to operate much as 
they had in the nineteenth century. The party holding the gover- 
norship monopolized the bulk of state patronage, but the party cur- 
rently out of power also usually controlled a fair number of jobs 
through the legislature and other state offices. In most of the West, 
beginning with the upper midwestern states of Michigan, Wisconsin, 
and Minnesota and extending to the Pacific coast, the progressive 
reforms had taken hold, most job patronage had been eliminated, 
and party organizations were typically weak—in some states, such 
as California, almost to the point of nonexistence. In most of the 
South and several of the Border states, state politics remained pa- 
tronage-oriented, but the predominance of the Democratic party had 
produced a politics of faction rather than of party, and state party 
organizations were largely irrevelant. 

During the 1970s and 1980s many state party organizations in all 


382 


State Parties 383 


three groups began moving, for varying reasons, along the road 
earlier traveled by national party committees toward professionali- 
zation of staff, bureaucratization of structure, and functional con- 
centration on fundraising and providing campaign services for 
candidates. A number of extensive studies of state parties in the late 
1970s and early 1980s found that state party organizations in all parts 
of the country were becoming more alike.' 

My own examination of state parties for this book, carried on 
between 1985 and 1989, produced evidence that this tendency toward 
convergence continued even more strongly in the second half of the 
1980s. In 1986 and 1987 a Brookings Institution research team under 
my direction polled state party chairs with a questionnaire containing 
35 items. We followed up with telephone interviews covering the 
same items of state chairs or executive directors of parties who did 
not respond to the original poll. We obtained responses from all but 
five state parties (the Republicans in Hawaii, Idaho, Iowa, and Mis- 
sissippi, and the Democrats in Nevada). Some state chairs or exec- 
utive directors who responded did not answer all items on the 
questionnaire. Financial data, which had the lowest rate of response, 
were supplied by 75 state parties—38 Democratic and 37 Republican. 
Among the 20 parties in the ten most populous states, financial data 
were obtained from all except the Democrats in Michigan and Penn- 
sylvania, the Republicans in New York and Ohio, and both parties 
miTexás: 

For more direct observation of actual political behavior, I con- 
ducted interviews with political participants and informed observers 
in 20 states—Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, New Jer- 
sey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, North Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, 
Texas, Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin, Min- 
nesota, Colorado, California, and Washington. 


AN INSTITUTIONAL CRISIS 


We found that the old patronage-based state machines that used to 
dominate such states as Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois have almost 
disappeared. A series of Supreme Court decisions has made old- 
fashioned patronage systems controlling thousands of non-policy- 
making government jobholders essentially illegal. In 1976 the Court 
ruled, in a case involving the Democratic organization of Cook 
County, Illinois, that government employees cannot be fired on the 
basis of party affiliation.? In 1990, after our research was completed, 
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the Court went further and ruled by a $-to-4 majority, this time 
against the Illinois state Republican organization, that “party affili- 
ation and support” cannot be considered in filling government jobs 
“unless party affiliation is an appropriate requirement for the position 
involved.’ Since practically all the framers of the Constitution used 
patronage for political purposes, and since patronage was an integral 
part of politics in many states for more than two hundred years, the 
Court's majority can fairly be accused of ruling on the basis of per- 
sonal beliefs rather than on the basis of objective constitutional doc- 
trine. 

In this case, however, the Court merely delivered a crucial (prob- 
ably not quite final) blow to a system that already was dying. By 
the late 1980s, civil service laws, government employee unions, and 
the moral force of public opinion had pretty much dried up job 
patronage in most of the system’s former strongholds. 

In Pennsylvania, where the governor in the 1960s could fill more 
than 40,000 government jobs on a political basis, only about 2,000 
jobs were still available as patronage in 1988. Tom Lamm, legislative 
secretary to Governor Robert Casey, a Democrat, said: “The unions 
and the civil service have just about put an end to patronage. We 
still have a personnel office that checks with the county chairmen to 
fill what jobs we have. But the jobs just aren’t there any more.’’4 

Lamm, who had been a young state legislator from Pittsburgh 
when I held his current job in the Scranton administration in the 
1960s, told me that the absence of patronage makes it more difficult 
to muster support for the governor’s program in the legislature: 


It's not like it was in the 1960s when the two parties lined up pretty 
solidly for or against the governor’s program. In those days you could 
get in touch with the county chairmen and line up the legislators from 
their counties. But that’s not the way it is today. The county chairmen 
have very little patronage so the legislators have no reason to feel 
beholden to them. They raise their own money and they do their own 
thing. 


In Ohio, where party chairmen from Mark Hanna to Ray Bliss 
had access to state patronage when their party controlled the gov- 
ernorship, the supply of political jobs also has slowed to a trickle. 
“Many Democratic workers and county leaders,” Jim Carey, political 
director of the Democratic state committee, said, “were surprised 
after the Democratic sweep [of state offices] in 1982 to discover that 
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there really were not many state jobs available. . . . Patronage does 
not really exist as a major factor in state politics.” In Illinois, Dem- 
Ocratic state chairman Calvin Sutker, who had recently moved the 
state party headquarters out of the offices of the Cook County or- 
ganization, said: “The party no longer functions as an employment 
agency. More and more, we must rely on the spirit of voluntarism 
that moves so many other organizations in American society.” 

A partial exception in the middle 1980s was Indiana, where the 
governor could still fill about 13,000 jobs on a political basis, and 
where the Republicans ran a tightly disciplined state machine until 
they lost the governorship in 1988. “The Republican organization,” 
Republican state chairman Gordon Durnil acknowledged, “plays a 
part in filling many vacancies.” Even in Indiana, however, the effects 
of the Supreme Court’s 1976 ruling against politically motivated 
firing had reduced the value of patronage. “It is no longer possible,” 
Durnil lamented, “to fire people from the state payroll for political 
reasons.” ’ć 

The elimination of most job patronage has not removed other 
kinds of patronage as an important factor in state politics. In many 
states, politics is directly involved in the award of contracts, place- 
ment of state bank deposits, purchase of professional services, and 
other exercises of the state’s economic power. Most governors make 
hundreds, and in some cases thousands, of appointments to state 
boards and commissions that oversee state colleges and hospitals, 
regulate gambling and liquor sales, license trades and professions, 
administer state toll roads, and represent the state in a myriad of 
other activities. Most of these positions on boards and commissions 
are non-paying, but they are nevertheless much in demand. Persons 
seeking such appointments may be motivated by desire to perform 
public service, hunger for ego-gratification—or more concrete ob- 
jectives. Appointments to boards and commissions, as well as ap- 
pointments of lawyers to vacant judgeships in many states, are usually 
made on a political basis. 

These forms of patronage, however, are useful primarily in raising 
campaign contributions rather than in providing the manpower on 
which the old party machines depended. Loss of job patronage, along 
with other social and cultural factors, has made it impossible in most 
states for traditional party machines to continue in the old way. 
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THE SERVICE FUNCTION 


Politics in most western states had been candidate-oriented since the 
Progressive Era. During the 1970s and 1980s, candidates and their 
campaign organizations, with associated bevies of PACs and con- 
sultants, increasingly became the focus of politics in the old machine 
states of the Northeast and Midwest as well. At the same time, a 
new kind of state party, which concentrated on providing campaign 
services, began to emerge in both the former machine and non- 
machine states, and also in the former one-party states of the South. 

In the old machine states, many state party organizations by the 
middle 1980s offered their party’s nominees for state offices a wide 
range of modern campaign services and technology. Jim Carey of 
the Ohio Democratic state committee said: “We have become ser- 
vice-oriented. [For example] the party now runs workshops where 
we train candidates and campaign managers.” Pennsylvania Repub- 
lican chairman Earl Baker concurred: “The time has passed when 
the party in Pennsylvania was a holding company for political power. 
We have become a service organization. We provide phone banks, 
mailings, advice to local people.” New Jersey Republican state chair- 
man Frank Hollman said: ‘We have put at least a million dollars into 
building our computer operation. . . . In the last gubernatoral elec- 
tion the state committee ran phone banks that made a million and a 
half phone calls in the week before election alone. We use paid su- 
pervisors for the phone banks but wherever possible we use vol- 
unteers to make the actual calls. ””7 

Even in Indiana, where both parties staunchly defend the patron- 
age system and claim its fruits when they control the governorship, 
the state parties were developing modern service capabilities. Re- 
publican state chairman Gordon Durnil said: 


In the late 1960s the leaders of the Indiana Republican organization 
realized that in many states the consultants were taking over. We 
decided to teach ourselves the new campaign technology. The Re- 
publican party developed a capacity for direct mail and handling de- 
mographics and other aspects of modern campaigning. As a result, 
politics in Indiana has remained party-oriented.® 


In some of the western states where parties have been traditionally 
weak, state party organizations were carving out a role for themselves 
as providers of campaign services at lower costs than those charged 
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by free-lance consultants. Colorado Democratic state chairman Buie 
Seawell said: “I see the state party organization as a sort of quarter- 
master corps, delivering services that achieve economies of scale. 
Many of the services the state party performs would cost ten times 
as much if the individual candidates went out and bought them on 
the open market.” Washington Republican state chairman Jennifer 
Dunn said: “We make extensive use of direct mail... send out 
publications carrying the Republican message. I established the new 
position of communications director.’ 

In the South, the new campaign technology was first adopted by 
the state Republican parties that began to grow after the breakthrough 
achieved by the Goldwater campaign in 1964. Royal Masset, political 
director of the Texas Republican party, said: “We have a computer 
file that contains eight million registered voters. We make out lists 
available to candidates, charging on a use basis. . . . We run candi- 
date schools at which we train about 400 candidates in an election 
year.” Marty Connors, executive director of the Alabama Republican 
party, said: “We target direct mail at voters living along the wishbone 
pattern formed by the interstate highway cutting across Alabama. 
We know that’s where most of the potential Republicans are.’”” 

By the middle 1980s, Democrats in many southern states had 
found it necessary to respond with service-oriented state party or- 
ganizations of their own. Bobby Kahn, executive director of the 
Georgia Democratic state committee, said: 


The Democratic party in Georgia used to be pretty much of a club 
for county leaders. It had only a secondary interest in getting people 
elected. . . . This has now changed. The party now exists to serve 
Democratic candidates for public office. We have built a computer file 
of voters that contains more than two-and-a-half million names, that 
we make available to candidates for a small fee based on the size of 
the district where the candidate is running. The voter lists can really 
be used to do the most amazing things: to address letters, to put labels 
on mail, as a phone bank list, for polling. . . ." 


SIGNS OF LIFE 


Responses to the Brookings survey of state party organizations pro- 
vide a broad picture of the services that were being offered by some 
state parties during the middle 1980s. Expenditures by state party 
organizations rose steadily, though gradually, over the four years we 
covered, allowing for the normal rhythm of the election cycle (Table 
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19-1). As at the national level, expenditures by Republican organi- 
zations ran far ahead of those by Democratic organizations. 

The California Republican party reported the highest total income 
among state organizations in 1984 at $10,741,000, followed by the 
Minnesota Republicans at $2,900,000, the Michigan Republicans at 
$2,750,000, the Illinois Republicans at $2,633,000, and the Pennsyl- 
vania Republicans at $2,400,000. The most affluent Democratic state 
organization was the Ohio Democratic party, which reported raising 
$2,331,000. (We obtained no financial data from the Ohio Repub- 
licans.) In 1985 the top fundraiser was the Republican party in New 
Jersey, one of the two states holding a gubernatorial election that 
year, which took in $4,161,000—more than four times the amount 
raised by its Democratic rival. 

Republican state parties also generally led in per capita spending 
(based on the 1980 census). The highest ten state parties in per capita 
expenditures and the lowest three among those that responded for 
1984 and 1985 are shown in Table 19-2. In 1984 seven of the top ten 
were Republican, and in 1985 the only state Democratic party ranked 
among the top ten was that in New Jersey. In both years the three 
lowest spenders per capita were all Democratic. 

By 1984 several state parties were maintaining substantial paid 
staffs. The Indiana Republicans had the largest with 39, followed by 
the Pennsylvania Republicans with 28, the Florida Republicans with 
26, and the New Jersey and California Republicans, each with 2s. 
The average size of paid staff was 7.3 in 1984 and 5.6 in 1985 (com- 
pared with averages of 4.6 in election years and 3.5 in non-election 
years that Cornelius Cotter and his associates found in 1960-64)." 
Parties with large staffs in election years generally reduced them, 
sometimes drastically, in non-election years, but those with smaller 
staffs kept about the same size work force in election and non-election 
years. 


Table 19-1 Average Expenditures by State Parties, 1983-86 
etm E E AE EAE it aa! 


Democratic Republican Both Parties 
1983 $278,000 500,500 381,100 
1984 561,600 1,103,000 815,800 
1985 300,900 579,600 424,700 


1986 659,870 1,543,290 1,041,347 
a a EE: 5 sein teint thts isin * oo emia 


389 


State Parties 


Table 19-2 Ranking of State Party Organizations by Per Capita Expen- 
ditures, 1984 and 1985 


Sa S A 


1984 1985 
ee 


1. New Jersey—R 1. New Jersey—R 
2. North Dakota—R 2. New Jersey—D 
3. New Jersey—D 3. Minnesota—R 

4. Alaska—R 4. North Dakota—R 
5. Delaware—R 5. Alaska—R 

6. Minnesota—R 6. Delaware—R 

7. Wyoming—R 7. Indiana—R 

8. Alaska—D 7. Idaho—R 

9. Indiana—R 9. Colorado—R 

9. Montana—D 10. South Dakota—R 
71. Arizona—D 70. Cahtornia—D 

72. Mussouri—D 70. Maryland—D 

73. Ulionis—D 70. Oregon—D 


ee ee eee 


State party activities and services in the middle 1980s reported in 
responses to the Brookings survey are shown in Table 19-3. A higher 
percentage of Republican state organizations than Democratic re- 
ported carrying on every activity except conducting a registration 
drive and advertising in newspapers. 

State chairs were paid salaries by only 30 percent of the Republican 
state parties and 21 percent of the Democratic. In some cases the 
salaries paid to state chairs appeared to be nominal, but in others 
they were substantial. The highest chair salary in 1986 reported to 
the Brookings survey was $73,000 paid to the New York Republican 
chairman, followed by $72,000 to the New York Democratic chair- 
man, and $65,000 to the Michigan Republican chairman. Only 37 
percent of the Republican chairs and 33 percent of the Democrats 
regarded the position of state chair as a full-time job. Turnover in 
the position is frequent: the average length of time state chairs in 
office in 1986 had held the job was 2.2 years, and the average tenure 
of their immediate predecessors was 3.2 years. 

All Republican and most Democratic state parties, however, now 
employ a paid executive director. Some of these are professional 
political operatives who travel about the country from job to job, 
often following leads provided by their party’s national committee. 
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Table 19-3 State Party Activities, 1985-1986 


Percentage of Parties Reporting Such 


Activities 
Democratic Republican Combined 
Waist nian A E OO igaadpemeaci Kosala ai A ai a 
Contributing to candidates for Ba pe te 
state legislature 
Contributing to candidates for 54 81 67 
governor 
Contributing to candidates for 52 71 62 
Congress 
Contributing to candidates for 23 39 Si 
local office 
Conducting schools for 60 y9 TI 
candidates 
Employing a pollster ai J7 31 
Recruiting candidates for state 82 95 89 
legislature 
Recruiting candidates for 55 88 71 
governor 
Conducting registration drives 81 aD 76 
Consulting with legislative 80 95 87 
leaders on legislative 
strategy 
Advertising on television 23 J3 al 
Advertising in newspapers 40 36 38 


tans ee 


I discovered when I interviewed the executive director of the Wis- 
consin Democratic party in 1987 that I had met him the year before 
when he held a staff job with the Alabama Democratic party. Before 
going to Alabama he had worked in Washington for the Democratic 
National Committee, through which he had learned of both state 
positions. 

Among the state parties responding to our survey (92 on this 
question), only 16 indicated they normally support candidates before 
the primaries—a form of involvement the old state party machines 
regarded as essential to their effectiveness. Some state party chairs 
told me in personal interviews that they sometimes try informally 
to persuade aspiring candidates to avoid primary fights. But many 
said they abstain from even this kind of intervention. 
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The expansion of activities and services by states parties has been 
made possible in part by the support that national party committees 
have been increasingly giving their state affiliates since the federal 
campaign finance law was changed in 1979 to exempt state parties 
from some federal restrictions. In 1986, 83 percent of Republican and 
58 percent of Democratic state parties reported receiving financial 
support from their national parties. In addition, 63 percent of Re- 
publican and 38 percent of Democratic state parties reported receiving 
in-kind help in polling, advertising, or consulting services from na- 
tional party committees. 

Most state party leaders expressed enthusiasm over the new in- 
volvement by national parties in state and local politics. A few re- 
ported incidents in which operatives from Washington had made 
mistakes or offended party notables because they “didn’t understand 
the local situation.” Some politicians, though more at the local than 
at the state level, remained unconvinced of the effectiveness of com- 
puterized campaigns. A more common complaint was that the na- 
tional parties still are not doing enough. Mike Hanahan, executive 
director of the Massachusetts Republican party, said: “The RNC 
gives much more help per capita to places like Ohio and Iowa than 
they do to us, even though our demographics give a better Republican 
potential [by which he meant that Massachusetts voters are younger 
and more mobile].”’ On the other side of the continent, Washington 
Democratic chairman Karen Marchioro observed: “The national 
party essentially gives lip service to the needs of the state party in 
Washington. It’s really an eastern based party that doesn’t understand 
much about what is happening on the west coast.” And California 
Democratic chairman Betty Smith said: “The national committee 
tends not to pay much attention to California. The DNC now has 
a western regional director, but he concentrates mostly on states like 
Wyoming and Montana where a relatively small amount can help 
win a seat in the United States Senate.’’! 


LEGISLATIVE CAMPAIGN COMMITTEES 


Legislative campaign committees, similar to those operated by the 
congressional party caucuses in Washington, have come to play a 
significant part in the politics of some states. Letterhead legislative 
campaign committees had existed in some states for many years, 
mainly as channels through which lobbyists conveyed contributions 
to incumbents. In the 1960s Jesse Unruh, ther speaker of the Cali- 
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fornia assembly, built a new kind of legislative campaign machine. 
Using the broad powers of the California speakership ( like those 
of the Speaker of the House in Washington before the dethronement 
of Joe Cannon in the early years of this century,” according to a 
California political operative), Unruh raised a huge (for that time) 
campaign war chest from which he distributed funds to Democratic 
assembly candidates. | 

After Unruh departed to run for governor in 1970, the campaign 
committee became involved in a protracted struggle between Dem- 
ocratic factions in the assembly. The struggle was resolved in 1981 
after Willy Brown was elected speaker—at first with support from 
Republicans as well as from one of the Democratic factions. Brown 
developed the campaign committee into an instrument of his personal 
power and carried its fundraising capacity far beyond what even 
Unruh had achieved. After the next general election he obtained 
united backing from the Democrats and dispensed with further sup- 
port from the Republicans. By 1986 Brown was able to distribute 
more than $5 million to Democratic candidates (compared to $2.5 
million raised by the Republican assembly minority). "4 

“The speaker in California,” Willy Brown has said, “has an awe- 
some amount of power over House organization, and I don’t use it 
based on party participation or party loyalty; I use it based on speaker 
loyalty.” Yet, as William Cabala, Brown’s chief of staff, pointed out 
to me, the speaker’s organization in the assembly and its Republican 
counterpart are “cohesive forces contending against each other for 
public offices, which is at least one of the traditional definitions of 
a political party. ”!5 

By the middle of the 1980s legislative campaign committees had 
emerged in more than 30 states, some built on the Unruh—Brown 
model, others more loosely structured. “In at least twelve of these,” 
Barbara and Steven Salmore write, “the amount of funds raised is 
enough to exert a significant effect on campaigns; in at least 14 states 
these funds are a source of power for the legislative leadership, which 
controls the caucus Campaign activities.’’! 

Legislative campaign committees developed in some of the former 
machine states when legislators discovered they could no longer de- 
pend on local patronage-based party organizations to secure their 
reelections. Congressmen facing the same problem formed personal 
Organizations serviced by their staffs and fed by campaign contri- 
butions trom PACs. But, as the Salmores write, “the key difference 
between federal and state legislators is that members of Congress are 


State Parties 393 


better able to operate as independent entrepreneurs than their coun- 
terparts in the states. . . . The obvious solution to the problem state 
legislators have is to band together in some larger organization that 
will have the resources they lack.’’” 

Many of the legislative campaign committees not only recruit 
candidates for open seats and to run against vulnerable Opposition 
incumbents, but also, unlike most of the current official state party 
organizations, actively enter primaries to support their choices. Their 
criteria for the selection of candidates are generally highly pragmatic. 
As Wisconsin Democratic House Speaker Tom Loftus, who in the 
late 1980s directed one of the strongest of the legislative campaign 
committees, put it: “Our only test is that a candidate is in a winnable 
seat and he or she is breathing, and those two requirements are in 
order of importance. . . . We don’t care if this person believes in the 
principles of the Democratic party or if he or she belongs to the 
Democratic party. We know if they make it they will vote with the 
Democrats to organize, and that’s the goal we care about. ””!8 

The legislative campaign committees have become adept at ob- 
taining campaign contributions from PACs, which during the 1980s 
grew increasingly active at the state level. Legislative leaders in most 
states enjoy more institutional power than their congressional coun- 
terparts in Washington. As a result, PACs have been inclined at the 
state level to steer their contributions through party committees con- 
trolled by legislative leaders. “Instead of being put out of business 
by the PACs,” political scientist John Bibby has observed, “the leg- 
islative parties have learned how to maneuver them.” Legislative 
campaign committees in some states have acquired some of the at- 
tributes of the old patronage-based party machines and have recently 
come under fire from reform groups like Common Cause and Ralph 
Nader’s organization. 

Control of the funds distributed by legislative campaign com- 
mittees has helped legislative leaders in many states maintain a con- 
siderable degree of party unity on roll-call votes, particularly when 
their party controls the governorship but is in the minority in the 
legislature. In California the Republican minority in the legislature 
sustained all of Republican Governor George Deukmeyjian’s vetoes 
during his two terms, from 1983 through 1990; and in Colorado the 
Democratic minority was successful in sustaining all but one of Dem- 
ocratic Governor Roy Romer’s vetoes from 1987 through 1990. In 
Wisconsin the Republican minority in the Senate in 1987 voted unan- 
imously as a bloc to sustain Republican Governor Tommy Thomp- 
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son’s vetoes of 270 items in the general appropriations bill, though 
some of the cuts affected projects in districts represented by Repub- 


lican senators. !’ 


THE PRICE OF SURVIVAL 


The recovery, or in some cases the emergence, of state parties should 
not be exaggerated. State party organizations in many states, in- 
cluding California and New York, remain chronically feeble. Almost 
all candidates for governor and other state offices now raise their 
own funds and form personal campaign organizations. Though 
sources of campaign contributions are difficult to research in many 
states, there is no doubt that parties rank a distant third as contrib- 
utors behind individuals and PACs. In 1990 candidates running in 
effect as independents were elected to the governorships of Con- 
necticut and Alaska. In a few states, such as Connecticut and North 
Carolina, coalitions across party lines have recently taken control of 
a house in the state legislature. 

State party organizations of some kind have in most places sur- 
vived the waves of cultural, economic, and technological change that 
have swept across American politics in the last 30 years. In some of 
the states where party organizations were legally hobbled during the 
Progressive Era, and in some states of the formerly one-party South, 
parties have even grown institutionally stronger. But state parties 
almost everywhere have lost the roots that the old patronage-based 
state Organizations used to maintain in the day-to-day life of local 
communities. 

With a few exceptions, such as Indiana and the state of Washing- 
ton, state party organizations are no longer centers of major political 
power. They do not dominate their own party primaries, and most 
of them do not even play an important role in slating candidates for 
state offices. For the most part they have converted themselves into 
service Organizations, supplying financial, technical, and managerial 
assistance to candidates running on their lines. Some also provide 
governors elected under their labels with significant help in building 
support for the enactment of legislative programs or for sustaining 
vetoes. 

These functions have helped keep state party organizations on the 
political map. But the fledging party organizations now showing 
signs of life in some states will certainly be imperiled if support for 
parties in the broader electorate continues to erode. 


oe TWENTY g 


Local Parties 


Getting Along Without Patronage 


“ALL POLITICS,” former House Speaker Thomas P. O’Neill famously 
said, “is local’—meaning that voters cast their ballots on the basis 
of how public issues directly affect their daily lives. Actually, all 
politics is not local: much electoral behavior is shaped by currents 
rising from sources far beyond local neighborhoods or voting dis- 
tricts. O'Neill nevertheless was right in the sense that under de- 
mocracy all governmental authority and all direction of national 
policy are based ultimately on decisions exercised by individual vot- 
ers in local polling places. For this reason major parties try to maintain 
organizations of their supporters in as many as possible of the nation’s 
more than 100,000 voting districts.! 

Some political analysts have recently argued, and some politicians 
have believed, that in an age when candidates are carried by television 
into most people’s homes, and when pollsters report shifts in voters’ 
opinions on an almost hourly basis, local party organizations no 
longer play an important part in either winning elections or the 
conduct of government. The experience of the 1980s showed, how- 
ever, that local organizations are still essential for managing some 
aspects of campaigns, such as carrying on registration drives, ar- 
ranging rallies, setting up phone banks, facilitating use of absentee 
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ballots, and turning out the vote on election day. ‘‘We still need local 
parties,” a national consultant said after the 1986 election, “to handle 
the ground war.” 

Moreover, officeholders and candidates who do not have ties to 
local party organizations are cut off from the kind of specific infor- 
mation and personal contact that even the most sophisticated polls 
cannot gather. “‘A candidate who doesn’t have to deal with grassroots 
organizations,” a California campaign manager said, “will never 
learn what is really going on in this country. His impressions will 
be formed by what he hears from the rich and powerful.” 

In much of the United States truly local politics, determining the 
direction of government in cities, counties, towns, boroughs, town- 
ships, school districts, and other local units, is officially nonpartisan. 
Willis Hawley found in 1968 that 64 percent of cities and towns with 
populations over 5,000 used nonpartisan ballots for local elections 
and estimated that 85 percent of all school board members were 
elected on a nonpartisan basis. Today the incidence of officially non- 
partisan local government is probably even higher.? 

In many places where elections for local office are legally non- 
partisan, however, party organizations support slates of candidates 
who are identified with the party in everything but ballot designa- 
tion. And even where local elections are genuinely nonpartisan, vot- 
ers usually must choose between candidates running on party lines 
for national and state offices. 

Prior to the 1960s local Republican organizations were virtually 
unknown in much of the South, and Democratic organizations were 
similarly scarce in parts of New England and the Midwest. Today, 
however, there are almost no states that are totally noncompetitive 
in national elections, and no states where the candidates of either 
party for state office are automatically excluded from election. (The 
District of Columbia remains an apparently unbreachable Democratic 
citadel.) Both parties therefore are motivated to bring out their sup- 
porters even in places where they have little chance of winning a 
local majority. 

Cornelius Cotter, James Gibson, John Bibby, and Robert Huck- 
shorn, on the basis of a massive mail survey of 7,300 county-level 
party organizations in the late 1970s, concluded: “Local party or- 
ganizations have not become less active or less organized over the 
Meyer These findings do not support the thesis of party 

ine. 


My own impression, based on much less quantitative evidence 
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but gathered through interviews with local party leaders and political 
observers in most of the 20 states where I examined state parties, 
plus telephone interviews by Brookings researchers in selected 
places, is considerably less optimistic. In places where patronage- 
based party machines used to operate at the local level, party orga- 
nizations are generally weaker than they were 30 years ago—in many 
cases much weaker. It is true that in some places where local parties 
have historically been weak, mainly in the South and West, local 
party activity has grown. But even in many of those places local 
party activity is often carried on outside official party structures. 


CHICAGO AND PHILADELPHIA 


In the belt of states stretching from Massachusetts to Illinois where 
patronage used to abound, local party organizations in many places 
have come on hard times. Patronage remains more of a factor in the 
politics of some localities in these states than it does at the state level. 
But even before the Supreme Court’s decision in 1990 that virtually 
outlawed traditional job patronage, the supply of positions that could 
be filled on a political basis in most city, county, and town govern- 
ments had greatly diminished. Most local organizations that were 
built on patronage have not been able to fill the gap left by its 
removal. 

Traditional party organizations have not wholly disappeared in 
some of their old strongholds, however. Interviews with politicians 
and political observers in Chicago and Philadelphia, and telephone 
surveys in 1988 of half the ward leaders in the Democratic and Re- 
publican parties in both cities, produced evidence of organizations 
that still function at the ward level, though with greatly reduced 
resources of job patronage and money. (Table 20-1.) 

Most ward leaders in both cities and in both parties were middle- 
aged men—a finding confirmed by William Crotty’s survey of Chi- 
cago committeemen at about the same time.* The Chicagoans tended 
to be somewhat younger than the Philadelphians, possibly reflecting 
more active competition for the position of ward leader. Particularly 
among the Chicago Democrats, many ward leaders held elective 
office. Even among the Republicans, whose party had not controlled 
the city government in either Chicago or Philadelphia for many years, 
a number of ward leaders held appointive government jobs. In Chi- 
cago most of the Republicans with appointive government jobs 
worked for the state government, controlled at that time by the 
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Table 20-1 Survey of Ward Leaders in Chicago and Philadelphia 


a aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaallalalllllaaalaaaaaaaeetlllMMlMlMMlMl 


Chicago Philadelphia 


Democratic Republican Democratic Republican 


Average age 46 44 51 57 

Percentage female 8 16 30 17 

Percentage of ward leaders 80 0 18 8 
holding elective office 

Percentage holding appoin- 8 36 33 14 
tive govt. jobs 

Reported average percentage 36 9 9 4 


of precinct workers in 
ward with government 


jobs 

Percentage maintaining a 96 84 63 44 
ward party headquarters 

Reported average percentage 71 67 62 60 


of ward residents reached 
through door-to-door 
canvassing 


Republican administration of Governor James Thompson; in Phila- 
delphia the Republican government jobholders worked for state leg- 
islators or in state agencies under Republican control. Practically all 
the ward leaders in both parties complained about their inability to 
find patronage jobs to reward their precinct workers. 

Particularly in Chicago, ward leaders also complained about the 
lack of “street money” to distribute to party workers on election 
day. About three-fourths of Chicago Democratic ward leaders said 
that in recent years they had received no funds whatever from the 
party to pay workers. Those who did report receiving street money 
said they were given about $50 per election division. (Chicago wards 
each have about 60 divisions, containing an average of about 450 
voters.) Some ward leaders said that, though they received no elec- 
tion-day money from the party, they were given money by some of 
the candidates. Chicago Republican ward leaders also reported re- 
ceiving either no street money or about $50 per division. In Phila- 
delphia ward leaders did somewhat better: most ward leaders in both 
parties reported receiving about $100 per division for election-day 
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expenses. (Philadelphia wards include from 20 to 30 divisions, con- 
taining an average of about 600 voters.) 

Almost all the ward leaders we interviewed in both parties said 
they actively support slates of candidates in their party’s primary, 
continuing the traditional practice of city machines. In recent years, 
however, Democratic ward leaders in both cities had often divided 
over which slates they backed. Republican ward leaders in Philadel- 
phia had usually given united support to an endorsed slate in primary 
elections, but those in Chicago reported sometimes splitting. Most 
ward leaders said their organizations conduct traditional door-to- 
door canvasses before the general election and claimed that their 
workers make personal contact with surprisingly large numbers of 
their ward’s residents (possibly inflated). 

How much effect do these ward organizations have on election 
outcomes? Very little, most politicians concede, in general elections 
for highly visible offices such as President, governor, or mayor. 
“Television is the thing that really has the effect now on how people 
vote,” said George Dunn, chairman of the Cook County Democratic 
Committee. “It brings the candidates right into the voter’s parlor 
and the organization can’t compete with that.’’ 

In contested primaries for highly visible offices, politicians and 
political observers in Chicago and Philadelphia estimate, an effective 
ward leader who works hard can add about 5 percentage points to 
his candidate’s showing. For less prominent offices, such as city 
council or judgeships, he can do considerably better. 

Philadelphia Controller Joseph Vignola, a Democratic ward leader 
in South Philadelphia as his father was before him, explained: 


In a working-class community like my neighborhood . . . people who 
want certain city services will go to their Democratic committeeper- 
son. They ask him for help getting the streetlight fixed up the alley 
and the committeeman is still sometimes able to be helpful on matters 
like that. The committeeman then asks them to support candidates in 
elections they do not much care about and they are likely to accept 
his recommendations. When they go to the polls they may not follow 
the committeeman’s advice on the top of the ticket but if the com- 
mitteeman is wise he will not argue about the top of the ticket but 
will try to get their vote for the rest of his slate. As a rule they do 
not know the rest of the people who are running and if the commit- 
teeperson says,- Give my guy a vote,” theyvare likely to do it.® 
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To maintain even this level of effectiveness, traditional organiza- 
tions require incentives to attract and hold the precinct committee- 
men who are their essential links to ordinary voters. In the past this 
need was largely filled through the award of jobs in city or county 
government—or state government, when the organization’s party 
controlled the governorship or other state offices. All the politicians 
with whom I talked in Chicago and Philadelphia agreed that the 
combined effect of court orders, civil service, and government em- 
ployee unions has pretty much killed the patronage system in local 
government. Even government employees who originally got their 
jobs through patronage no longer feel much obligation to work for 
the organization. Alderman Roman Pucinski, a veteran captain in the 
Chicago machine, said: “People holding city jobs know they can’t 
be fired, so it’s hard to keep up their interest in politics. It’s not the 
same as when their livelihood depended on how well they were able 
to carry their division.’”” 

Lucien Blackwell, majority leader of the Philadelphia city council 
and one of the city’s most powerful black politicians, said: 


The patronage situation is certainly not the same as it was several years 
ago. There is still some patronage in the parking commission and 
some other commussions of that kind, but other than that the patronage 
system is virtually dead... . If we had more jobs to dispense we 
would have a better chance of overcoming the political chaos that 
threatens to engulf this city.* 


And William Meehan, who for more than 30 years has led the 
Republican organization in Philadelphia, and is still widely regarded 
as the city’s most skilled politician, said: 


Here and there are still a few jobs. The court system in Philadelphia 
still makes a certain number of appointments available to the political 
organizations. And the Board of Revision of Taxes, though it is now 
controlled by the Democrats, still gives us a few jobs. But the courts 
have now made it almost impossible to fire people [for political rea- 
sons]. Or really to hire people. As a result political organizations will 
soon be a thing of the past. So what will you have left? The PACs 


and the consultants.’ 


As at the state level, the decline of job patronage has not eliminated 


patronage in the form of contracts and favors. A leader of the Phil- 
adelphia Democratic Organization said: 
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There is no quid pro quo. But a person who does a million dollars 
worth of business with the city is glad to make a contribution of 
$50,000. He can charge up the contribution to client develop- 
ment. . . . But that money goes to the officeholder, not the party. He 
uses it to go on the tube and make direct contact with the public. 


The ability of officeholders to finance their own campaigns 
through contributions from businesses and interest groups has fur- 
ther weakened the hold of the traditional party organizations. As a 
result, Lucien Blackwell said: “Nobody is afraid of the Democratic 
party. Every candidate raises his own money. Every candidate builds 
his own fortress.” 


SUBURBAN MACHINES 


The most effective of the remaining traditional party organizations, 
based on patronage and delivery of government services, are prob- 
ably not those in large cities but the machines, mostly Republican, 
in suburban domains like Nassau and Westchester counties, New 
York; Delaware and Montgomery counties, Pennsylvania; and 
DuPage County, Illinois. 

The Nassau County Republican organization, often cited by po- 
litical scientists and journalists as a model, was said in the late 1980s 
to control more than 20,000 jobs in local government which could 
still be distributed as patronage. Persons holding these jobs pro- 
vided much of the personnel for “an elaborate superstructure of ward 
chairpersons, precinct committee members, and block captains who 
turn out the vote on election day.’’"? The machine in theory is gov- 
erned by the Nassau County Republican executive committee, com- 
posed of 69 members (one for each of the county’s local political 
units), almost all of whom hold elective or appointive office at the 
town, county, or state level. Operating decisions are made by an 
inner circle of about 30 that meets weekly in the office-building 
headquarters owned by the organization in Westbury, a suburban 
Long Island community. Within this inner circle the Republican 
county chairman—Joseph Mondello since 1984—is the unquestioned 
boss. 

One key to the success of the Nassau Republican organization, 
according to Joseph Margiotta, who ruled the machine for 16 years 
before he was sent to jail in 1983 for extortion (obtaining campaign 
contributions from insurance companies doing business with the 
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county), is that it maintains “centralized control of slating” of can- 
didates for both county and local elective offices. By imposing a tight 
hierarchical structure, Margiotta explained, the organization is able 
to preserve the loyalty of its troops and to assure that all local gov- 
ernmental units provide efficient and effective services that keep it 
popular with Nassau County voters.” 

Though the Nassau machine usually rolls up large majorities for 
national and state Republican candidates, it concentrates its attention 
on local elections. “The party was born on concern for local gov- 
ernment,” said the Republican leader of a Nassau town. “It’s the 
greatest potential for patronage.” !? 

Why have Republican machines in some suburban counties sur- 
vived, even prospered, while their Democratic counterparts in the 
big cities have generally gone into deep decline? In part because the 
racial divisions that helped fracture many Democratic city machines 
in the 1980s have so far been less of a factor in the internal politics 
of most suburban counties. In part because business support that has 
sometimes helped reformers against Democratic city machines has 
not been as forthcoming against Republican machines in the suburbs. 
In part because not only middle-class but also working-class families 
in the suburbs have regarded Republican machines as protectors 
against the spread of the troubles that beset Democratic-controlled 
cities, including but not limited to troubles connected with race, 
from which many of them fled. And in part because the social and 
economic problems of suburban counties, though often substantial, 
have not been nearly as severe as those that have stricken most big 
cities since the 1960s. As a result, suburban machines have faced 
fewer problems in maintaining governmental services at a level that 
has been at least acceptable to most residents. 


UPSTATE 


In some middle-sized-city or rural “upstate” counties of historically 
strong-party states, patronage-based local organizations continue to 
Operate in something like the old way. But many of these upstate 
machines show signs of rust and are gradually giving ground to 
legal, technological, and cultural change. 

In Schuylkill County, Pennsylvania, a hard-coal-region bailiwick 
where both parties for many years maintained strong party machines 
that regularly contested control of the courthouse, with the Repub- 
licans usually winning, we interviewed one-third of the precinct 
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committeepersons in both parties. Of these, 11 percent of the Re- 
publicans and 17 percent of the Democrats reported holding ap- 
pointive government jobs. Significantly, 22 percent of the 
Republicans and 42 percent of the Democrats gave their occupation 
as “retired.” The Republican committeemen said they had been active 
in politics for an average of 22 years, and the Democrats for an average 
of 33 years. Most committeemen in both parties reported holding 
party meetings in their districts at least monthly, with more toward 
election time. (One Democratic committeeman said he holds 200 
meetings a year—in his local bar.) County elections in the 1980s, 
however, were becoming increasingly candidate-oriented, with most 
candidates for even county offices relying on their own self-generated 
organizations more than on the party organization. 

In Delaware County, Indiana, which includes Muncie (the Mid- 
dletown studied by several generations of sociologists), we also in- 
terviewed one-third of the committeepersons in both parties. The 
Democratic organization has usually been dominant in Delaware 
County, a stronghold of organized labor. We found that 33 percent 
of the Democratic committeepersons held appointive county jobs, 
and one Republican (6 percent) had an appointive state job. One 
Democratic committeeman, the county sheriff, held an elective of- 
fice. The Democrats had been active in politics for an average of 20 
years and the Republicans for an average of 23 years; 17 percent of 
the Democrats and 18 percent of the Republicans gave their occu- 
pation as retired. 

Donna Ashby, recorder of deeds in Delaware County and vice 
chairman of the Democratic county committee, explained the op- 
eration of the patronage system and her concern for its survival: 


There are about 400 jobs in the city and county that are filled on a 
patronage basis. Courthouse employees who work for Democratic 
county officeholders belong to our one percent club, which means 
they pay one percent of their salaries to the Democratic party. This is 
entirely voluntary, but we feel that those who get their jobs through 
the party should pay for part of the party’s upkeep. . . . [But] civil 
service is gradually changing the way politics operates. Every year 
lawsuits are filed challenging the hiring or firing of workers on a 
political basis. . . . We sometimes recruit people to be committeemen, 
but more than half the positions are contested in the Democratic pri- 
mary. It is regarded as a desirable thing to be a Democratic commit- 
teeman in Delaware County. !? 
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The Indiana state Democratic party assesses its county affiliates 
for annual contributions, but the Delaware County organization has 
always refused to pay the assessment. The Delaware County Dem- 
ocrats, in fact, refuse to permit the state party even to hold fund- 
raising events in the county. 

Jacqueline Bowen, Republican chairman in Delaware County and 
director of the state licensing bureau in Muncie at the time of my 
visit, said that neither of the county party organizations was as strong 
as it used to be. The Republicans, she said, benefited not only from 
bits of patronage they received from the state government (then under 
Republican control) but also from association with the state’s leading 
political personalities: “Richard Lugar and Dan Quayle [then still a 
senator],’’ she said, “‘are tremendous attractions when they come to 
Muncie. These people are like gods!’ 


THE SOUTH 


In states where state party organizations have historically been weak, 
local party organizations have generally been even weaker. Perhaps 
in part because there have been no strong patronage-based local ma- 
chines to resist them, the new technology-driven state parties in some 
southern and western states during the 1980s had considerable success 
generating organized party activities in some localities. 

In most of the South the one-party system produced weak local 
parties. This did not, however, necessarily translate into unstructured 
local politics. Patronage-based courthouse machines, similar to those 
in the strong-party states, have traditionally dominated politics in 
most southern counties. Almost all of these have been nominally 
Democratic, but as a rule they have not operated within the structure 
of the official local Democratic party. 

As southern states have moved toward two-party competition in 
national and state elections, courthouse organizations still bearing the 
Democratic label, usually led by the sheriff or a county judge, have 
generally held on to power at the local level. Patronage in the late 
1980s remained the bond that held many of these courthouse alliances 
together. “It’s a way of life!” J. R. Mathews, Democratic chairman 
in Troup County, a rural constituency in western Georgia, responded 
ae | asked if patronage played an important part in county poli- 
ics." 

Feeling heat from the advancing Republicans, some of these local 
organızations have recently sought help from their state Democratic 
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parties. (Others, particularly in Florida and Texas, have switched to 
the Republican label.) Even when aligning themselves more closely 
with the state Democratic organization, however, the courthouse 
gangs often have continued to play down the official local Democratic 
structure. The executive director of the Georgia Democratic party 
said: “The person who is county chairman often is not a significant 
political figure in the county. Sometimes the person who is county 
chairman has that job because he couldn’t get anything else.” And 
the district attorney of a rural county in East Texas said: “All can- 
didates for county office file as Democrats, whether they are or not. 
But the party organization is very weak. Candidates form alliances 
among themselves without much regard for party.” 

While the Republican party in the South during the 1970s and early 
1980s grew at the state level, some southern Republican leaders rec- 
ognized that the party’s future would not be secure until it developed 
foundations in local politics. Texas Republican Chairman George 
Strake said: “A party that grows only at the top will be swept away 
when its first generation of leaders passes from the picture. We have 
been working at building the party’s infrastructure at the county and 
neighborhood levels.” By the middle of the 1980s significant Re- 
publican organizations had developed in some southern cities. Dallas 
Republican Chairman Fred Meyer (later state chairman) said in 1986: 
“We have now the strongest local organization in Texas, built around 
41 clubs of Republican volunteers. On the weekend before election 
we will put a piece of literature on every doorstep in Dallas 
County." 

In the middle and late 1980s local Republican organizations began 
to spring up beyond the limits of metropolitan areas, where Repub- 
licanism first took hold in the South. “We're going after the court- 
houses,” said Marty Connors, executive director of the Alabama 
Republican party. “The governorship is important to the Democrats, 
but the courthouse is where they live. If you talk about taking the 
courthouses, you’re talking about taking away the family business.” 
The driving force behind their local organizations, southern Repub- 
lican leaders claim, is conservative ideology.” 

Responding to the Republican challenge, Democratic leaders in 
some southern metropolitan areas, with help and encouragement 
from state parties, are trying to build local organizations of party 
activists. Often they have found it necessary to reach beyond the 
party’s official structure. Dallas Democratic-Chairman Sandy Kress 
said: 
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When I became county chairman I expected the precinct leaders who 
are elected by Democratic voters in every precinct in Dallas county 
would be my army. I found that not to be the case. The precinct 
leaders are given responsibility by law for conducting the party’s 
primary elections, and most of them regard that as the extent of their 
job. For real party workers I had to go out and recruit people who 
are interested in advancing the goals of the Democratic party.'® 


THE WEST 


The historic weakness of local party organizations in many mid- 
western and western states is often traced to the party-hobbling 
reforms of the Progressive Era. Even before those reforms were 
passed, however, local party organizations in most western states 
were weak. The success of the progressives in enacting laws restrict- 
ing the role of parties in the West may in fact have reflected the 
circumstance that parties were weak there to begin with—possibly 
because of social underdevelopment or the generally more individ- 
ualistic character of western life. 

Elections for local offices in most midwestern and western states 
are nonpartisan in fact as well as in name. Local party organizations 
therefore have been focused mainly on state and national politics. 
While state parties remained weak, local parties had few outside 
resources or leadership on which to draw. Politics became almost 
wholly candidate-oriented. 

In many places local party organizations still seem largely irrelevant 
to the political process. A midwestern county chairman said: “When 
I agreed to be chairman I thought I would be dealing with the great 
issues of the day. What the party chairman actually deals with are 
the annual picnic and the bingo game. The biggest decision the party 
chairman makes is who is to run the bingo game.” A state party 
chairman in a western state with a history of weak local party or- 
ganizations said: “‘Most of the county chairs are lovely, nice people, 
but they do not deliver much in the way of political support... . 
They are not the kingmakers of local politics.” 

-© Since 1960 three factors have contributed to the development of 
increased party activity in some localities of historically weak-party 
midwestern and western states: support from active state party or- 
ganizations; the growing importance of ideology in politics; and 
new campaign technologies that make it advantageous for candi- 
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dates to participate in a common political structure offering shared 
services. 

I discussed the role of state parties in the preceding chapter. The 
part played by ideology is exemplified by the Republican organization 
in Orange County, California, between Los Angeles and San Diego, 
which regularly produces huge majorities for national and state Re- 
publican candidates. Unlike the Nassau County Republican orga- 
nization, the Orange County Republicans are unable to attract 
supporters through distribution of patronage or by taking credit for 
efficient local government. What they offer instead is conservative 
ideology. 

Though politics is much more candidate-oriented in Orange 
County than in Nassau County, the Orange County Republican 
organization maintains a professional staff of six political technicians 
and provides volunteer workers for the party slate. In interviews 
with Republican district leaders in Orange County’s eight assembly 
districts, we asked what if any issues they used to build support for 
the party. As Table 20-2 shows, they responded for the most part 
with either “conservatism” or ‘‘conservative political philosophy” 
or broad categories of issues with conservative content. Only one 
Orange County Republican leader mentioned ‘“‘local issues.” In con- 
trast, Democratic leaders in the same eight districts, whom we also 


Table 20-2 Issues Identified as Sources of Party Support by Orange 
County District Leaders 
(Number of times mentioned in parentheses if more than once) 


Republican Democrats 
conservatism (4) traffic (3) 
conservative political philosophy crime (3) 
limited government civil rights (3) 
foreign policy environment (2) 
low taxes housing (2) 
strong defense economic issues (2) 
local issues party of people not as fortunate 
health issues 
drugs 
schools 


no issues 
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interviewed, responded with a mixture of primarily local concerns 
and liberal interests. 


WESTSIDE LOS ANGELES 


Ideology, in this case liberal, has also played an important part in 
the success of the so-called Waxman—Berman alliance, which exerts 
powerful influence over the politics of several congressional districts 
on the Westside of Los Angeles County, an area that includes affluent 
communities like Beverly Hills, Malibu, and Pacific Palisades, and 
also “‘slightly tattered districts taken over by the young and the 
bohemian, communities populated by senior citizens on fixed in- 
comes, and quiet middle-class backwaters.” Through access to the 
wealth and glamour of the Hollywood movie industry, the alliance 
has also made its presence felt in working-class districts in East Los 
Angeles, in other parts of California, and indeed in selected congres- 
sional races all over the United States.'° 

Led by Congressmen Henry Waxman, Howard Berman, and Mel 
Levine, the alliance derives its effectiveness in part from mastery of 
modern campaign technology and in part from ability to raise funds 
through identification with liberal national and international causes. 
It also aggressively champions support for Israel (no longer auto- 
matically associated with liberalism in all parts of the country). 
Though the alliance has become involved in some contests for local 
offices in Los Angeles County, it does not attempt to play much of 
a role in the administration of local services. These are not the kind 
of people, the Los Angeles Times has observed, “you call up if your 
garbage doesn’t get picked up.” 

The alliance got started in the 1970s as an association of liberal 
Democrats representing Westside districts in the California assembly. 
When first Waxman and then Berman and Levine were elected to 
Congress, they continued to maintain their local political network. 
Candidates whom they supported took their places in Sacramento. 
Though once at odds with Assembly Speaker Willy Brown (who 
defeated Howard Berman in the 1981 fight for the speakership), the 
alliance has more recently established an entente with Brown and 
other San Francisco Bay area Democrats with a shared interest in 
preserving the apportionment gerrymanders that have contributed 
to Democratic supremacy in both the California congressional del- 
egation and the state legislature. 


lhe alliance’s operational base is a Westside political consult- 
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ing firm owned by Michael Berman, Howard’s brother, and Carl 
D’ Agostino—known locally as “BAD Politics.” The firm specializes 
in direct-mail campaigning. Michael Berman, who functions in a 
cluttered office exuding the atmosphere of a Raymond Chander 
novel, explained its role: 


The consultant is needed to guide the candidate through the multi- 
variate electorate of humongous voting groups. California voters are 
very different from those in New York. They have been torn from 
their institutional roots so there is no way you can organize them on 
a neighborhood basis. You have to reach them in some other 
way. . . . I form coalitions of candidates so I can work for them more 
efficiently. . . . We send mailings from a candidate or slate of candi- 
dates to people with Jewish surnames, people with Hispanic surnames, 
people who join environmentalist groups, women who designate 
themselves Ms. [I asked, “Why Ms.?” and he said, “Because they can 
be presumed to be feminists.”] Each group receives a common mes- 
sage, and then there is a special message directed at the group’s par- 
ticular interest. . . . It’s a very expensive form of campaigning. But 
it is effective? 


The alliance places little stock in grassroots organization. Door- 
to-door canvassing in Southern California neighborhoods with rapid 
population turnover, one of its strategists said, is “not cost effective.” 

Michael Berman and Carl D’ Agostino help arrange endorsements 
for their clients by prominent alliance leaders. John Emerson, a liberal 
Democratic activist who has participated with them in many cam- 
paigns, described how the system works: 


Election to the legislature from a Westside district can cost more than 
a million dollars. So a candidate needs lots of money. He also needs 
credibility with the media. Being handled by BAD Politics gives a 
candidate instant credibility and brings endorsements from leading 
members of the Waxman-—Berman coalition. Once a candidate has 
these he can raise money. He may not be the best candidate. But if 
he has BAD Politics, endorsements, and money he may not even be 
challenged.” 


The Waxman—Berman alliance’s effectiveness is based more on 
policy positions and less on manipulation of government favors than 
was that of the old machines. It appears to reach political decisions 
through consensus and collegial discussion—‘“hours and hours on 
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the telephone,” one of its leaders said. There is no “boss.” But it 
maintains little two-way contact with most local neighborhoods and 
communities, and in that sense it is less democratic than the machines. 
It operates a form of local politics designed for a society in which 
localities as organized communities hardly exist and in which voters 
are represented as identifiers with interest groups, followers of 
causes, practitioners of life-styles—‘‘women who designate them- 
selves Ms.” 


A NEED FOR POLITICAL WILL 


As the examples above suggest, local party organizations in the 
United States remain enormously varied—in structure, mode of op- 
eration, motivating goals, and electoral effectiveness. The trend to- 
ward functional convergence that can be observed among state party 
organizations is much less apparent at the local level. 

Some generalizations, however, can be made. The old city-hall 
and courthouse patronage machines, though still operating with a 
fair amount of efficiency in some places, are generally playing a much 
smaller role in local politics. The mass parties of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, which performed in some localities almost 
as secular churches, are gone and not likely to return. Most voters 
take no part in local party activities. Even many of the voters who 
nominally identify with a party now appear to regard themselves as 
political consumers, selecting between party nominees as they might 
shop at rival supermarkets. 

Yet associations of politicians at the local level continue to work 
together to achieve common goals, both in election campaigns and 
in government. Except in purely local politics, and in some places 
even there, these associations most often operate under the labels of 
one of the two great national parties. In some places, particularly in 
the South and West, local party groups, though sometimes outside 
the official party structure, are more active and effective than they 
Were 20 Or 30 years ago. 
| The overall health of local party organizations in the United States 
is best described as poor but not hopeless. Remnants of party struc- 
ture remain almost everywhere, and in some places there are signs 
of promising growth. Institutional devices for renewing parties are 
available. I will describe some of these in the next, and final, chapter. 


But, most of all, they need to be motivated by fresh charges of 
political will. 
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Rebuilding the Parties 


IN 1988 GEORGE BusH was elected President, winning $3.4 percent 
of the popular vote against his Democratic opponent, Governor Mi- 
chael Dukakis of Massachusetts, and a majority of 315 in the electoral 
college. Geographically, Bush’s victory was based on overwhelming 
superiority in the entire South, the Great Plains, and the Rocky 
Mountains region, plus narrow margins in California and most of 
the older industrial states from Connecticut to Illinois (the former 
Republican heartland). Dukakis carried New York, Massachusetts, 
three states in the upper Midwest, the Pacific Northwest, and a 
scattering of smaller states and the District of Columbia (Figure 
21-1). In terms of cultural groups, Bush suffered some erosion from 
Reagan’s 1984 showing among Catholics but maintained the tradi- 
tional Republican base among white mainline Protestants and pre- 
served the huge Republican lead that had developed during the 1980s 
among white evangelical Protestants. Blacks, Hispanics, and Jews 
remained faithful to the old Democratic coalition (Figure 21-2). 
Among income groups, sharp differentiation in voting by class, 
of the kind that occurred during the 1930s, was largely absent. Bush 
did best among upper-income voters but won a majority among 
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a Bush majority 
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Figure 21-1 Vote by states, 1988 


Source: Richard M. Scammon and Alice V. McGillivray, America Votes 18, Congressional 
Quarterly Press, Washington, D.C., 1989 


those in the middle range and actually polled almost 40 percent of 
the vote among the lowest 10 percent in income (Table 21-1). 

The Republican success in the presidential election was by no 
means matched in voting for Congress. In the Senate the Democrats 
maintained the 10-seat majority they had achieved in 1986. And in 
the House they added one seat to their towering 85-seat majority. In 
voting for the House, incumbency was clearly far more important 
than party: among incumbents seeking reelection, more than 98 per- 
cent were successful, a pattern that had held all through the 1980s.! 

The chief reaction of voters to the 1988 campaign, which had been 
conducted with little serious discussion by either major party pres- 
idential candidate of critical issues such as the federal budget deficit, 
the social and economic deterioration of cities, or the predicament 
of public education, appeared to be disinterest—perhaps even dis- 
gust. Turnout in the presidential election fell to 50.2 percent of the 
voting-age population—the lowest level since 1924.2 

Talk of major party realignment, which had been widespread after 
Reagan’s landslide victory in 1984, faded. Many political commen- 
tators argued that divided government, with Republicans controlling 
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Figure 21-2 Voting in the 1988 presidential election, by ethnic/religious 
groups 
Source: American National Election Study, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 1988 


the executive branch and Democrats the Congress, was likely to 
continue in the United States for the indefinite future. The prevailing 
trend in American politics, they said, is not realignment but dealign- 
ment—the steady loosening of ties among voters to either major 
party. Parties, in effect, have become obsolete. In a time when po- 
litical information is rapidly distributed through electronic media 
and social and economic interests have become too complex for 
efficient expression through mass party coalitions, parties have lost 
many of their traditional functions. 

Perhaps, some commentators suggested, this is not so bad. Parties 
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Table 21-1 Percentage of Vote Won by Presidential Candidates, by In- 
come Level, 1988 
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have played some useful roles in American democracy. But they have 
always produced false divisions within the electorate and have smoth- 
ered real issues through appeals to ancient and now largely irrelevant 
grudges. Through the use of modern communication and polling 
techniques, and representation of citizens by a wide variety of interest 
groups, officeholders can now respond directly to voters without 
cumbersome mediation by parties. 


WHY PARTIES? 


It has been part of my argument in this book that parties, though 
not without detrimental effects, have played an essential part in main- 
taining a productive balance between accountability and effective 
Operation in American government. 


The traditional arguments for parties in democracy are well 
known: 


I. Parties provide channels through which ordinary citizens can 
affect the course of government. 

2. Parties give political leaders reliable bases on which to build 
support for their programs in the legislature and among the 
general electorate. 

3. Parties offer a means for organizing dissent against the pol- 
icies of an incumbent administration. 

4. Parties, to protect their own rights to free expression, are 
natural guardians of civil liberties. 

$. Parties “keep each other honest,” since each party has a po- 


litical interest in exposing corruption, deception, and abuses 
of authority by its opposition. 
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6. Parties perform many of the chores of democracy, such as 
getting voters registered and to the polls, disseminating in- 
formation, and organizing public meetings for expression of 
Opinion. 

7. Parties recruit and screen candidates for public office, from 
local election officials to President of the United States. 

8. Parties spur the development of new ideas. 


Some of these functions are perhaps now less important than they 
once were, and some are now to some extent performed by other 
agencies such as news media and interest groups. But democracy 
still needs all of them. Without parties they would not be performed 
as well, and some might not be performed at all. 

What is probably less familiar is the role that major American 
parties have played in carrying on the creative struggle between the 
republican and liberal traditions, as described in this book. American 
democracy, I have argued, has been nurtured not by one ideological 
tradition but by two: the republican tradition, emphasizing, along 
with freedom, public order and economic growth; and the liberal 
tradition, stressing, also along with freedom, economic and social 
equality. 

Each tradition has at times offered approaches and programs that 
seemed better suited to the situation at hand. But neither has held 
the sole key to social progress. There is no prospect that the two 
will ever come together into a kind of super-ideology that perma- 
nently resolves or synthesizes the contrasting values they represent. 
American democracy needs both of them, and therefore needs the 
two major parties which have been their principal political embod- 
iments. 

The current weakness of parties can be overstated. As we have 
seen, heavily financed party organizations at the national level are 
more active than ever, and even at the state and local levels there are 
signs of life in places where until recently parties seemed clearly in 
decay. About two-thirds of the voters still profess some kind of 
allegiance to one major party or the other. But the inability of con- 
temporary parties to rally support for their party tickets with any- 
thing like their former efficiency, or to provide voters with 
meaningful choices in many elections, can hardly be in doubt—as 
is shown by persistent ticket-splitting, declining voter turnout, and 
predominantly personality-oriented politics. 

The ability of parties to continue playing their traditional func- 
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tional roles, or their larger role of maintaining the ideological com- 
petition that has vitalized American democracy, is seriously 
endangered. Believers in the need for strong and effective parties, 
therefore, are well advised to consider means for restoring the health 
of parties and the party system. 

In this final chapter I will examine some remedies recently pro- 
posed by political scientists, politicians, and interested citizens to 
reinvigorate parties and will make some recommendations of my 
own. The unforeseen effects of some of the party reforms instituted 
in the 1970s provide warning that proposals for party renewal should 
be approached with care. Some suggested changes would probably 
make the situation of the parties or the quality of public life a good 
deal worse. But others have real merit. 


PATRONAGE 


The current plight of the parties has led some reformers to reevaluate 
the job patronage system through which parties used to motivate 
their grassroots workers and achieve discipline among elected of- 
ficeholders. The patronage system did indeed help produce govern- 
ments that were in some ways more effective and responsive than 
the bureaucratized structures that have succeeded them. Chicago 
under the Daley machine partly deserved its reputation as “the city 
that works” (though it did not work very well for the blacks and 
other minority groups who were pinned into the ghettoes the ma- 
chine helped perpetuate). But I doubt that many of those who are 
now nostalgic for the patronage system ever witnessed close-up the 
rampant corruption it almost inevitably bred, or the cruelties it im- 
posed when political jobholders with few resources were swept out 
of office by a triumphant opposition.‘ 

It may well be that many elected officeholders at the state, local, 
and even federal levels are now unduly hampered by civil service 
requirements that restrict their ability to appoint subordinates who 
share their political perspective. But legal and administrative changes 
to produce more accountable government would not restore the kind 
of mass patronage that used to sustain party machines. 

There is virtually no public support for return to a system under 
which great armies of ordinary government workers obtained and 
kept their jobs by serving a political party. Larry Sabato found in a 
national poll in 1986 that only 13 percent of those questioned agreed 
that “more government jobs [should] be filled by workers and leaders 
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of the winning candidate’s party.” So the patronage system as a means 
for building grassroots party organization is not coming back. 
Strengthening parties in the electorate will have to be achieved by 
other means” 


A MULTI-PARTY SYSTEM 


Some special-interest groups, such as the National Organization for 
Women (NOW), have argued that what chiefly ails the party system 
is the failure of the two major parties to express or represent signif- 
icant points of view within the electorate. This problem, they say, 
can be cured by opening up the system to the emergence of a third, 
fourth, or infinite number of parties. 

Several eminent political scientists have joined this call for change 
to a multi-party system. Robert Dahl, for example, has charged that 
it is “highly unlikely . . . that the deprivation of Negro rights could 
have gone on so long, with so little national attention, if the United 
States had . . . three or four major parties, and more sources of ideo- 
logical dissent.” Theodore Lowi contends: “A two-party system 
simply cannot grapple with complex programatic alternatives in a 
manner that is meaning ful to large electorates.” Under a multi-party 
system, Lowi claims, “parties could present real choices, especially 
after everyone begins to recognize that the compromises would take 
place in the legislature, after the election.” 

As I argued in Chapter 2, elimination of the electoral college sys- 
tem as it now operates would go a long way toward destroying the 
two-party system in the United States. If third or fourth parties come 
to hold the balance of power in close presidential elections—as has 
rarely happened under the electoral college system—non-mainstream 
candidates like Jesse Jackson and Pat Robertson, and special-interest 
groups like NOW, will be strongly motivated to form parties of their 
own that will play powerful roles in national politics. If the two- 
party system crumbles at the presidential level, it will probably not 
long survive at the congressional or state levels. 

If the two-party system somehow survived elimination of the 
electoral college, its demise could certainly be achieved through the 
more drastic constitutional changes of installing a proportional rep- 
resentation system of elections or going to a parliamentary system 
of government (both steps that are favored for other reasons by some 
heavy thinkers). 

The two-party system, of course, has its shortcomings, of the 
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kind pointed to by Dahl and Lowi. Minority points of view, par- 
ticularly the views of relatively small minorities proposing changes 
that challenge current orthodoxies, do get less representation than 
they would under a multi-party system. The full range of ideological 
choices usually present in most European democratic polities has 
generally not been available in the United States. 

The governmental disadvantages of going to a multi-party sys- 
tem—to say nothing of the political costs—seem to me, however, 
far to outweigh what would be gained. Multi-party systems have at 
times caused havoc in such relatively homogeneous countries as 
France, Italy, and the Netherlands. In a country as large and varied 
as the United States, a multi-party system would be likely to produce 
paralysis of government at the national level. (Divided control of 
government by two parties has done damage enough.) Emergence 
of a multi-party system in the 1850s contributed to subsequent seces- 
sion and civil war. It is perhaps unfair to invoke the Nazis as an 
extreme example—but the Weimar republic’s multi-party system did 
play an important part in opening the door to Hitler in the 1930s. 

Moreover, as I have argued, the range of ideological choice usually 
offered by the American two-party system is wider than has generally 
been recognized. There is usually more than a dime’s worth of dif- 
ference between the Republican and Democratic parties. The two 
great ideological traditions represented by our major parties, while 
sharing many fundamental values and therefore supporting national 
unity in times of crisis, differ significantly on the relative weights to 
be assigned to public order, economic growth, and economic and 
social equality. The absence of monarchists and Marxists as real 
choices in most American elections seems an acceptable price for the 
advantages of the two-party system. 

Minor parties have at times played a useful and influential role in 
American politics by developing issues and programs that were later 
taken up and put into effect by one of the major parties, as in the 
cases of the Abolitionists of the 1840s, the Populists of the 1890s, 
and the Progressives of 1912; or by enabling aggrieved minorities 
that felt unrepresented by either major party to let off steam, as in 
the cases of various Socialist parties and George Wallace’s American 
Independent party of 1968. There are good arguments, on equity 
grounds, for lowering some of the legal barriers that the two major 
parties have taken such pains to put in the way of new or minor 
parties. But constitutional changes that would transform third parties 
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from useful social goads to real contenders for political power would 
cause far more social damage than political good.’ 


CAMPAIGN FINANCE 


I will not go far into the larger issues of political campaign finance, 
which have been ably dealt with by Herbert Alexander and Michael 
Malbin, and by my Brookings colleagues David Magleby and Can- 
dice Nelson in their book, The Money Chase.* But certain aspects of 
campaign finance are crucial to the future of parties and therefore 
require attention here. 

The 1979 amendments to the federal campaign finance law that 
permitted state and local parties to make “party-building”’ expendi- 
tures that would not be counted against the limits on contributions 
to individual candidates helped pump new life into some state and 
local party organizations during the 1980s. These exemptions have 
recently come under fire from some good-government reformers on 
the ground that they provide interest groups with covert means to 
influence elections, and also by some Republican politicians who 
believe they are disproportionately benefiting the Democrats. Infu- 
sion of so-called soft money into state and local campaigns may also 
have hastened the tendency of state and local parties to be turned 
into mere franchises of national parties rather than home-grown in- 
stitutions responsive to local constituencies. 

The first step in curing abuses caused by soft-money exemptions 
should be, as Magleby and Nelson prescribe, to require full disclosure 
of the sources of all funds used to affect, directly or indirectly, the 
outcome of elections. Changes in state laws as well as tightened 
federal regulations are needed to achieve mandatory full disclosure. 
Until all states require complete disclosure, it is probably also a good 
idea to limit, as Magleby and Nelson propose, the portion of soft 
money that parties may use to support tickets that include candidates 
for federal office. ° 

Needed restrictions on the use of soft money can be instituted 
without returning to the kind of legal straitjackets on state and local 
parties that at first resulted from the post-Watergate reforms. After 
full disclosure of the sources of all contributions is mandated, current 
limits on the amounts parties can contribute to candidates should be 
substantially raised. 

Before passage of the 1986 tax reform act, individuals were per- 
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mitted to take a tax credit for ṣo percent of political contributions, 
including contributions to parties, in figuring their federal income 
tax. Restoration and expansion of this credit would obviously benefit 
parties and should be regarded as a justified public expense. 

Direct subsidization of parties by government, which some have 
suggested and 12 states now provide, seems to me, on the other 
hand, very dubious. The value of parties to democracy derives to a 
great extent from their being independent associations pursuing po- 
litical objectives they choose for themselves. Some reformers argue 
that making parties directly dependent on government appropria- 
tions would not necessarily jeopardize that role. But the social risks, 
in my view, outweigh the financial benefits that parties would gain. !° 

Using selected forms of indirect government authority to aid par- 
ties, however, would be both legitimate and wise. The extension to 
political parties of the same low postage rates available to nonprofit 
and educational organizations in 1978 helped the parties to increase 
their mailings. It would be good public policy to set even lower rates 
for one or two mass mailings each year. 

Probably the greatest single reform the federal government could 
enact to aid parties—and to clear up the campaign finance mess as 
well—would be to require that every television and radio station 
make available to parties during each campaign season a set amount 
of free time in prime-time viewing hours to use as the parties see 
fit. The skyrocketing cost of television advertising has been the most 
important factor driving up campaign costs (Figure 21-3). If free 
time were made available to parties to distribute among their can- 
didates or to develop issues, some of the pressure of paying for 
television and radio advertising would be relieved, and officeholders 
and candidates would be motivated to look more to their parties for 
support.!! 

Many commentators argue that a law requiring electronic media 
to give parties free viewing time can never be enacted, for two 
reasons: individual officeholders do not really want to give that much 
power to their parties, and the political clout of the television industry 
will effectively block such a reform. To the first, it must be said that 
if politicians are serious when they claim they want to strengthen 
parties, this is one of the best ways to do it. And if they want free 
media time—which most do—obtaining it through the parties is 
more likely to be politically palatable to the public than giving it di- 
rectly to candidates. To the second, the answer should be even firmer: 
it officeholders do not have the backbone to stand up to the television 


Rebuilding the Parties 421 


250 


200 


150 


100 


50 


TV Ads Expenditure (in millions of dollars) 


0 
1970 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 


Year 


Figure 21-3 Spending on television political advertising, 1970-1988, in 
1988 dollars 
Source: New York Times, March 18, 1990 


moguls to enact a reform that will serve both the public interest and 
their own long-term political interests, the need to cleanse the po- 
litical system is even more urgent than has been realized. 

The Federal Election Commission’s ruling in December 1991, that 
stations must make broadcast time available for political advertising 
at the lowest rates given to other advertisers, was a step in the right 
direction. (Many stations had regularly charged a premium rate for 
political advertising.) But federal officeholders should screw up their 
courage and require the granting of outright free time. 

Finally, PACs should be completely outlawed, primarily because 
they have become a major distorting force within the political system, 
but also, as a secondary benefit, because the elimination of PACs 
would force candidates to turn more to their parties to help raise 
money for their campaigns, particularly if the limits on contributions 
by parties to candidates are raised. Magleby and Nelson recommend 
restricting PACs but not eliminating them entirely, on the ground 
that if they did not exist much of the money they now raise would 
probably find its way into campaigns through other, less traceable 
channels. But if fairly low limits are maintained on individual con- 
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— 


tributions, candidates would have to rely on large numbers of rel- 
atively small givers, which would motivate them to look to the 
parties to help manage their fundraising. '” 


DEREGULATION 


Political parties, like local government, operate for the most part 
under state law. The states, Leon Epstein points out, have tended to 
regard parties as “‘public utilities’ —bodies with mixed private and 
public nature. Since the Progressive Era, most states have imposed 
tight regulations on how parties operate and manage their internal 
affairs. These regulations, Sabato argues, give the United States “‘the 
dubious distinction of hosting the most governmentally fettered par- 
ties in the democratic world.” 

Some government regulation of parties is justified to assure the 
fairness of the procedures by which parties nominate candidates for 
public office and to prevent the erection of discriminatory barriers 
like those that used to be maintained by Democratic parties in the 
South. But the states have little legitimate interest in how the parties 
run their internal organizations or make political decisions." 

Existing state laws stipulating how state and local party commit- 
tees are to be selected, who may serve on such committees, how 
committees are to be structured, and when they must meet should 
be repealed. Prohibitions against elected officeholders serving as 
party officers, of the kind recently enacted by New York, should be 
rescinded. Limits on party participation in local elections should be 
dropped." 

In the second half of the 1980s the Supreme Court delivered a 
number of important decisions declaring unconstitutional some of 
the regulations through which states had hobbled their parties. In 
1986 the Court ruled that Connecticut could not prevent the state 
Republican party from instituting an open primary. In 1989 it de- 
clared unconstitutional California and Florida laws prohibiting state 
parties from making endorsements in primaries. While these rulings 
have improved the legal environment, the states should do more 
themselves to clean out unnecessary regulations still in effect. ' 


THE ELECTORAL PROCESS 


Most states now require that parties nominate their candidates for 
office through primary elections. Some advocates of stronger par- 
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ties—and some who would like to make the parties more open to 
citizen participation whether or not they are electorally strong— 
propose that parties go back to the caucus and convention systems 
for nominating candidates. 

Through deregulation, parties should be permitted to choose their 
nominees in any (nondiscriminating) way that suits them. But under 
current conditions parties in most places, in my judgment, would 
be unwise to use this freedom to return to systems of nominating 
candidates through local caucuses or district conventions. 

Primaries were adopted during the Progressive Era chiefly to over- 
come the power of machines to pack and dominate caucuses and 
conventions. The machines have now grown so weak that this is no 
longer much of a danger. But recent experience has shown that in 
states that still use caucuses the main beneficiaries are often ideological 
activists promoting views that are not representative of rank-and- 
file opinion within their parties. Such “‘amateurs,”’ in Wilson’s ter- 
minology, are nowadays the people who are most likely to come out 
for lengthy party meetings and to act as cohesive blocs. In Minnesota, 
where party caucuses are used to screen candidates and to make 
endorsements before primaries, fewer than 2 percent of the voters 
normally participate. As a result, both of Minnesota’s major parties 
(the Democratic Farmer—Labor and the Independent Republican) 
have at times been skewed toward their ideological extremes. At the 
presidential nominating level, which I will discuss more fully below, 
the 1988 successes of Pat Robertson in the Michigan and Iowa cau- 
cuses and Jesse Jackson in the Michigan caucuses showed the vul- 
nerability of the caucus system to takeover by groups that represent 
only a small minority within the party. In one way of looking at it, 
the activists deserve to be rewarded for their dedication and effort. 
But if parties become exponents of extreme views, they will inev- 
itably lose more of their ability to mobilize popular support. 

Most advocates of strong parties prefer closed primaries, in which 
only registered party members can participate, over the various kinds 
of open primary. Closed primaries, they argue, build party cohesion, 
make parties responsible for their choices, and prevent raids by voters 
from outside the party. When the Supreme Court ruled in 1986 that 
Connecticut could not prohibit the Republican party from opening 
its primary to independents, strong-party advocates were pleased 
that the Court had struck a blow against state regulation, but many 
were dismayed at the end for which deregulation in this case was to 
be used.” 
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The arguments in favor of closed primaries seem to me generally 
sound. But I do not think it would be a good thing if all states 
adopted the closed primary. It is worth recalling that the progressives 
opposed closed primaries because they permitted two established 
party machines acting in collusion to divide and conquer insurgent 
reformers. If each machine controlled its own primary, real choice 
in the general election might be eliminated. This danger, though now 
substantially reduced, still exists in such places as Chicago and West 
Virginia. Also, use of the open primary by a minority party to attract 
new supporters, as the Connecticut Republicans set out to do, seems 
a permissible political tactic. One of the advantages of a federal sys- 
tem is that various states can continue to experiment with different 
procedures. The comparative benefits and liabilities of allowing par- 
ties to keep their operations, including primaries, as open as they 
choose deserve further trial. 

Two other proposed reforms in electoral procedures (actually rein- 
statements of procedures that were dropped by many states during 
the Progressive Era) are less ambiguous. The straight-party lever (or 
straight-party box in places that still use paper ballots), through 
which a voter can cast his or her ballot for a party’s entire ticket 
through a single motion (or a single mark on the ballot), is now 
available in only 20 states. Because it promotes party cohesion and 
makes voting simpler without preventing the voter from selecting 
individually for separate offices if he or she chooses, it should be 
more generally adopted. 

Likewise, voter registration or enrollment by party or as an in- 
dependent, now required by only half the states, is a useful party- 
building tool, even in states with Open primaries, and involves no 
significant invasion of the voter’s right to privacy. It should be ex- 


tended to states, mainly in the South and Midwest, which do not 
currently require it. 


COMMUNITY SERVICE 


Though changes in law and governmental procedures can help re- 
build the parties, most of the work of party renewal must be done 
by the party organizations themselves. 

Contemporary parties would be wise to follow the model of the 
old machines in making the town or neighborhood party organi- 
zation a center for social activities and community functions as well 
as tor tasks that are directly political. It is probably no longer feasible 
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for most party organizations to provide their supporters with turkeys 
at Christmas time, but parties can still perform many valuable ser- 
vices in guiding citizens through the tangles of modern bureaucracy. 
In some cities, Baltimore for example, party clubhouses still seem 
to be focuses of neighborhood social life.'® Some party organizations 
in urban areas have succeeded in attracting unattached young people 
by sponsoring recreational events that provide Opportunities for so- 
cial contact. Party organizations that offer their communities a variety 
of social activities, such as picnics, dances, amateur theater produc- 
tions, and bingo games, may realize rich political rewards. 

Parties may also become vehicles for volunteer service devoted to 
filling community or environmental needs. The RNC during the 
1980s encouraged sponsorship by local party units of projects like 
cleaning up litter in the Grand Canyon, organizing food banks for 
the needy, and conducting job fairs. Although the DNC had no 
counterpart program at the national level, some local Democratic 
committees undertook similar projects.'° 

Parties are primarily organized to achieve political objectives, and 
they should keep such objectives uppermost in allocating their limited 
energies and resources. But non-political activities that help parties 
with their primary tasks and are either fun or socially useful are 
certainly worth considering. 


CITIZEN LEGISLATORS 


Current proposals to limit the number of terms that members of 
Congress and state legislators may serve, and to reduce the huge 
staffs that have gathered around Congress and some state legislatures, 
raise issues that go beyond the interest of parties. Since, however, 
term limitation and reduction of legislative staffs would have im- 
portant effects on parties, it is appropriate to discuss them briefly 
here: 

The drive for term limitation, which won approval by voters in 
three states in 1990, grows from the seeming invulnerability of most 
incumbent members of Congress and many state legislators when 
seeking reelection. In the federal House of Representatives, the re- 
election rate of incumbents never fell below 90 percent throughout 
the 1980s. In the Senate, incumbents had a somewhat more difficult 
time—but even there the reelection rate was above 85 percent in 
three of five elections. , 

The advantages of incumbency flow from a number of factors: 
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the great lead that incumbents enjoy over challengers in campaign 
contributions from PACs and other sources; the large staffs that 
incumbents employ at public expense; the ability of incumbents to 
influence the distribution of government contracts and economic 
benefits, greatly increased under the vast defense establishment and 
the modern welfare state; the right of incumbents to publicly financed 
mailings and other “‘perks” of office; the drawing of district lines 
during reapportionments to favor incumbents; and the access by 
incumbents to electronic media that carry them into their constitu- 
ents’ living rooms. As a result of all these advantages, most voters, 
though they may disapprove of the general direction of public policy, 
and though they may specifically disapprove of the overall conduct 
of Congress and the state legislature, are generally inclined to vote 
for reelection of their own representative in Congress and, to a lesser 
extent, for reelection of their own state legislator. 

The power of congressional and legislative incumbency has caused 
or contributed to several highly consequential shifts in American 
political life. It has reinforced the trend toward candidate-oriented 
politics. It has helped transform congressional and in some places 
legislative office into a full-time occupation rather than a role filled 
by persons who most of the time do something else, such as practice 
law, farm, keep house, lead a union, or teach school. It has made 
elections to the House and to many legislatures, unlike elections for 
President or governor or to some extent United States senator, no 
longer responsive to changes in policy preference among the voters 
and has led to governmental deadlock, making Congress and leg- 
islatures appear increasingly illegitimate in the eyes of many voters. 
(A study of public opinion by the Kettering Foundation in 1991 
concluded: “Many Americans don’t believe they are living in a de- 
mocracy. They describe the present political system as impervious 
to public direction. ”)?! 

The draconian step of setting legal limits to the number of terms 
a congressman or legislator may serve has significant liabilities, as 
many commentators have pointed out. The wisdom that at least in 
some instances senior legislators have derived from experience would 
be lost. The frequent turnover of congressmen and legislators might 
enhance the power of interest groups (though the almost universal 
opposition of major interest groups to term limitation makes this 
argument seem dubious). And to declare some individuals ineligible 
tor reelection would infringe the rights of democratic suffrage. 

The proposal to cut legislative staffs might make congressmen and 
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state legislators excessively dependent for information on lobbyists 
and the executive branch, as they were before the 1950s. 

Whether these prices are worth paying to overcome the bad effects 
of the power of incumbency and swollen staffs probably depends 
finally on one’s view of the proper role of a legislator in democracy. 
One pole in this question is represented by former Senate Republican 
leader Howard Baker’s argument that most legislators ideally should 
be citizens normally engaged in occupations that are not specifically 
political, who assemble from time to time in the national or state 
capital to enact a budget and to pass judgment on the program and 
actions of the executive branch. The other is represented by the late 
Jesse Unruh’s contention that legislators should be round-the-year 
professional lawmakers fully sharing with the executive responsi- 
bility for the day-to-day conduct of government. My own view is 
much closer to Baker’s than to Unruh’s. 

With Baker’s citizen-legislator model, the power of incumbent 
legislators would decrease and that of the parties would be likely to 
increase. Parties would endure as political entities, while legislators 
would come and go. As party policies became sources of continuity 
within legislatures, participation in setting those policies would at- 
tract the interest of both ordinary voters and interest groups. And 
if, in addition, legislative staffs were substantially cut, party activists 
and party organizations would become important sources of infor- 
mation and guidance for legislators. 

The effects of congressional or legislative reform on parties are 
not by themselves the most important criteria by which the advis- 
ability of term limitation or staff reduction should be judged. But if 
these were undertaken for broader objectives, parties would gain. 


A NEW WAY TO NOMINATE PRESIDENTS 


One of the most important responsibilities that our system entrusts 
to the major parties is that of selecting the two candidates for Pres- 
ident between whom the voters normally chose in the general elec- 
tion. The nominating process through which parties winnow the 
field of presidential candidates has enormous impact on the course 
of national government. Moreover, it strongly influences the judg- 
ment of individual voters on which party, if either, they should regard 
as their political home. The quadrennial party conventions, at least 
in theory and to some degree in fact, are the parties’ highest gov- 
erning bodies. 
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The mixed system of delegate selection, partly through primaries 
and partly through choice by state party organizations, that existed 
from the Progressive Era through 1968 for the most part served both 
the nation and the parties well. Though it produced an occasional 
Warren Harding, most of the candidates nominated by both major 
parties were of high calibre. The heated battles for the presidential 
nomination that occurred at most conventions when the party did 
not have an incumbent President seeking reelection stirred up popular 
enthusiasm and helped persuade voters that parties were significant 
institutions. 

The same cannot be said of the system launched early in the 1970s 
by the McGovern-—Fraser reforms, under which candidates usually 
are nominated in the primaries and the conventions are little more 
than prolonged “photo opportunities.” Conventions have become 
more demographically representative than they were under the old 
system, and certainly many more people get to participate in the 
selection process. But the special-interest groups and political con- 
sultants who dominate candidate organizations have become the ma- 
jor players in controlling the conventions. The result is that the 
conventions are less politically representative than they were under the 
old system. The new process of selecting presidential candidates is 
of course not the only reason for the decline of voters’ interest in 
and support for parties. But the coincidence of the two phenomena 
in time suggests they are related. 

What is to be done? Many politicians and some political scientists 
and journalists would like to go back to the old system—‘‘back to 
the smoke-filled room.” But that is not possible. In a democracy it 
is usually not feasible to move from what is perceived to be a more 
democratic process to one that is perceived to be less democratic. 
Nor in this case is it really desirable. The old system had serious 
flaws. It really did, as the McGovern—Fraser commission charged, 
unfairly limit the representation of some groups, and the smoke- 
filled-room metaphor suggests a form of oligarchic control that is 
inconsistent with democratic values. 

What is needed is a system that restores the national convention 
as a genuine decision-making body truly representative of the party 
in the electorate but at the same time retains the good effects of the 
McGovern-Fraser reforms. Proposals for a national primary or re- 
gional primaries through which candidates would be directly nom- 
inated would probably make the situation worse. A national primary 
that directly nominated candidates would further undermine the par- 
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ties, increase the candidate-orientation of national politics, and 
heighten the influence of PACs, consultants, and interest groups. 
Regional primaries would keep most of the bad features of the present 
system and would exacerbate its tendency to give undue influence 
to the states that go first. 

Everett Carll Ladd in 1980, reacting to defects that were already 
apparent in the present system, offered a plan under which one-third 
of convention delegates would be allotted to party officials and of- 
ficeholders, and the other two-thirds chosen through “nationally 
structured primaries to be held on a single day—for example, the 
third Tuesday in June.” Each state’s delegation under Ladd’s plan 
would be divided in proportion to the support received in the pri- 
maries by the presidential candidates, with a threshold requirement 
of 10 percent in the state before a candidate received any delegates.” 

Ladd has since had second thoughts about his proposal, having 
concluded that the nominating process has been subjected to so many 
reforms that we should stick with almost any system as a means for 
restoring a sense of stability. “Electoral reform,” he observes, 
“should be approached from a perspective that recognizes how im- 
portant it is to settle on something and stick to it.” 

This argument carries weight. But I am more disturbed than Ladd 
apparently is by the harmful effects of the present system. I thought 
in 1980, and still think, that his proposal points in the right direction. 

My own modification of Ladd’s general idea, for which he is of 
course in no way responsible, is as follows: All members of Congress, 
all governors, party leaders in state legislatures, and all state party 
chairs and vice-chairs would automatically be made delegates to their 
party’s national convention. This would achieve a certain amount of 
“peer group” review, one of Ladd’s objectives, while improving on 
the somewhat arbitrary system of selecting certain officeholders as 
‘“super-delegates”’ that the Democrats have used since 1984. It would 
also give some bonus to states that elect a party’s candidates to state 
and congressional offices. The other delegates would be elected by 
party members (as defined by each state party), two from each House 
district, in primaries held on the same day all over the nation. Can- 
didates for delegate could run pledged to a presidential candidate or 
unpledged. The first two “‘past the post” in each House district would 
be elected. 

What would be the effects of this plan? In a year when one can- 
didate was far ahead of the pack, as Ronald Reagan was for the 
Republican nomination in 1980, he would in effect be nominated on 


430 CONTEMPORARY PARTIES 


the primary day. But in most years support at the time of the primary 
would be divided among several candidates, and the nominating 
decision would go to the convention. The expense of running na- 
tionally would be so vast—and the candidates’ war chests would be 
fairly limited if the campaign finance reforms suggested above were 
adopted—that the candidates would be prompted to concentrate on 
particular regions or particular constituency groups for whom they 
had special appeal. With the national candidate organizations weak- 
ened, the state parties would have more success, as they did under 
the old system, in forming blocks of uncommitted delegates or fa- 
vorite-son delegations that they could use for bargaining purposes 
at the convention. We could, in other words, get back to something 
like the old system with most of the old system’s undemocratic 
features removed. 

There would be some costs. It may be dangerous, as Ladd (in his 
second thoughts) and James Ceaser have pointed out, to go so far in 
“nationalizing” the rules governing the nominating process—though 
a kind of de facto nationalization is already taking place. Whatever 
value there is in having presidential candidates handshake their way 
across lowa and New Hampshire—and some thoughtful observers 
believe there is a good deal (though Iowa and New Hampshire are 
hardly representative of the United States)—would be lost. And the 
influence of television, alas, would probably be further magnified.” 

Whether it is worth paying these costs and embarking on yet 
another round of reform (reform of reform) depends on how severe 
one judges the flaws in the present system to be. I think they are 
potentially very severe. From the standpoint of the overall national 
interest the present system has several serious shortcomings. One is 
that the time and effort now required to mount an effective campaign 
make it very difficult for some of the most highly qualified individ- 
uals in both parties, those already holding important offices such as 
governorships of major states and leadership posts in Congress, to 
run for President, and heavily handicap those who do run. In 1988, 
Governor Mario Cuomo of New York was deterred from running 
for the Democratic nomination for President by the responsibilities 
of his office; and Senator Bob Dole of Kansas, minority leader in 
the Senate, was burdened in his pursuit of the Republican nomination 
by his duties in Washington. Governor Michael Dukakis of Massa- 
chusetts was able to win the Democratic presidential nomination 
despite his job; but the time he took away from the governorship in 
1987 and 1988 directly contributed to the catastrophes that later over- 
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took the Massachusetts state government. In 1992, Governor Cuomo 
almost surely, and House Majority Leader Richard Gephardt prob- 
ably, would have launched early candidacies if the rigors of the pri- 
mary schedule had not conflicted with their jobs. The only important 
offices that offer more advantages than liabilities to potential presi- 
dential candidates who hold them are President and Vice President. 

Another flaw of the system is that it encourages the nomination 
of candidates who have little experience working with their own 
party’s congressional leaders. Finally, it increases the influence of 
ideological extremes in both parties which, whatever the merits of 
their causes, are not representative of the general public and further 
alienate ordinary voters from electoral politics. 

From the standpoint of the welfare of the parties—which in this 
context is my particular interest—the present system of nominating 
presidential candidates undermines the role and influence of state and 
local party organizations, weakens the effectiveness of the party in 
government, and reinforces other social forces that have been sapping 
the strength of parties in the electorate. 

For both broad social reasons and reasons pertaining particularly 
to the interests of parties, therefore, I am convinced that the system 
through which parties nominate presidential candidates needs to be 
overhauled. 


A SENSE OF PURPOSE 


Skilled political technicians like Martin Van Buren, Francis Preston 
Blair, Thurlow Weed, Mark Hanna, Will Hays, Jim Farley, and Bill 
Brock, and state and local party bosses like Simon Cameron, Za- 
chariah Chandler, Matthew Stanley Quay, Richard Croker, Martin 
Lomasney, and Richard Daley, in their own times helped produce 
vigorous and effective parties. Their like would be useful now in 
rebuilding party machinery, utilizing new technologies, and devel- 
oping grassroots party networks. But the basic source of the strength 
of successful parties in times past, as many of the technicians and 
bosses themselves would agree, lay not in machinery or techniques 
or systems of organization, but in the sense of public purpose that 
moved their grassroots workers and the voters who identified with 
them in the electorate. 

National parties have been at their most effective under leaders 
like Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, William McKinley, Wood- 
row Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Ronald Reagan, who have re- 
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garded parties not simply as instruments for winning elections, or 
for gathering the spoils of office, but as a means for achieving essential 
public goals. The same can be said of vigorous minority parties led 
by politicians like Henry Clay, William Jennings Bryan, and Robert 
Taft. Though those parties did not directly set the course of gov- 
ernment, they aggressively tested the majority party and often 
planted seeds from which later majorities grew. 

The visions pursued and the programs presented by strong ma- 
jority and minority parties did not always serve the public interest 
well, or at least as well as the times required. But parties moved by 
a sense of public purpose, even at their most misguided, have met 
two primary needs of democracy: they provided a foundation, both 
electoral and programmatic, on which coherent government policies 
could be built; and they served public accountability by giving voters 
a meaningful choice in elections. 

There is a continuing argument in political science over whether 
political parties are best regarded as vote-getting machines that take 
whatever policy positions are needed to win elections, or whether 
they are more truly described by Edmund Burke’s definition of party 
as a body of citizens “united, for promoting by their joint endeavors 
the national interest, upon some particular principle in which they 
are all agreed.” There are important distinctions between thése two 
views, and there is some empirical evidence on both sides. But the 
fact is, as American political history amply shows, and as can be 
shown from the histories of other nations as well, that the parties 
that have been the most successful vote-getting machines over any 
prolonged period have been parties that at least in a general way 
fulfill Burke’s definition. Parties that have done best electorally, such 
as the Jacksonian Democrats, the Civil War and turn-of-the-century 
Republicans, and the New Deal Democrats, have gained much of 
their dynamism from the conviction among party workers and those 
identifying with the party in the electorate that they were promoting 
“the national interest, upon some particular principle [or principles] 
in which they are all agreed.” 

To say that party renewal depends finally on a stronger sense of 
public purpose is not to say how such a sense, or the policy programs 
that embody it, are to take shape. Parties cannot produce a sense of 
public purpose out of thin air, nor should they. But each of the major 
national parties today stands in the line of a great ideological tradition, 
either the republican or the liberal. These traditions do not auto- 
matically suggest programs that embody purpose. But when the 
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values they represent are applied to the opportunities and needs of 
our time, concrete goals and programs should be forthcoming. 

Political consultants, academic experts, and journalistic pundits 
are of some help in developing ideas for party programs. But the 
major work must be done by political leaders themselves. Woodrow 
Wilson was right when he said that strong parties require strong 
leadership. Perhaps it is difficult when surveying current party lu- 
minaries, or potential luminaries now in the second or third ranks, 
to imagine any of them providing the kind of leadership Wilson had 
in mind. But observers attempting prophecy in the 1850s would have 
expressed similar doubts about Abraham Lincoln as would those in 
the 1920s about Franklin Roosevelt. 

Democracies are continuously threatened by the competing de- 
mons of social atomism and authoritarianism, though the American 
polity has been fairly successful at keeping both pretty much at bay. 
In the early 1990s the forces promoting atomism seem to pose the 
graver danger to the nation’s social, cultural, and political health. 
But it atomism were to proceed far toward social or cultural anarchy, 
there almost surely would be an authoritarian reaction. 

It is therefore imperative that our institutions balance the needs 
for social order and effective government with the needs for public 
accountability and the protection of personal liberties. Traditionally, 
political parties have played a major role in maintaining that balance, 
and the Republic would certainly have developed along very different 
lines without them. 

Parties at best are imperfect institutions. Some of the reservations 
the Founders expressed about them were justified. But by and large 
they have served democracy and the United States well. They should 
not be turned into emotional idols, conveying social hatreds or block- 
ing rational political discourse. But they should be renewed as vibrant 
political institutions, capable of mobilizing voters to take up again 
the challenge of making good the unfolding promises of American 
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ideological tension has given our democracy a 
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